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How might we enhance multilingual 

learners’ content learning through key 

uses of academic language?

1

Driving questions for our session: 

2
How can we enact curriculum around 

key uses of academic language?



Language power is often equated with 

students’ language use in academic settings

multilingual learners 

communicate and share  

concepts, ideas, and 

information related to 

content in school contexts 

(Bailey, 2007; Gottlieb & Ernst-Slavit, 

2014; Schlepegrell, 2004)



Let’s extend the definition of language power 

to include…

All activities in which students participate and 

contribute to their own learning, such as:

 interacting with peers for a specific purpose

collaborating with others to problem-solve or 

negotiating with others to reach consensus



Discuss Argue

Recount Explain

Key Uses of Academic Language

• Meta-language functions 

that stem from academic 

content standards, 

literature, and instructional 

materials (the work has 

been done for you!)

• Overarching purposes for 

language use within and 

across the content areas



Discutir Explicar

Argumentar Relatar

Usos clave del lenguaje académico



Discuss  Argue

Recount  Explain
Key 

Uses



DISCUSS

Listen for or provide information to others

Ask and answer referential questions

Provide examples, details or evidence

Clarify stances, views, or positions

Build on others’ ideas

To engage in (content-area) topics with 

others for the purpose of sharing and co-

constructing knowledge 



ARGUE

State claims or opinions

Provide supporting evidence

Offer counterclaims tied to evidence

Strengthen stance with examples or through 
emotion

Persuade others of a course of action

To persuade others by making claims 

that are supported by evidence



RECOUNT

Narrate familiar stories or biographies

Summarize text

Report observations

Retell events or experiences

Recite poetry or raps

To narrate, tell, or retell stories, 

reports, and experiences to others



EXPLAIN

Describe the relationship between two objects, two 
characters, two circumstances

State how or why something works

Sequence steps of cycles

Compare objects or natural phenomena

Connect causes and effects of actions or 

processes

To clarify the ‘why’ or the ‘how’ between ideas, 

actions, or phenomena to facilitate 

understanding by others



Key 

Use
Students…..

Engage in two-way tasks to find missing information

Critique videos, games, or movies of their choice

Summarize their favorite fairy tales in small groups

Instruct how to solve a problem using different operations 

to a peer



Which Key Use? 

Key Use Students…

D Engage in two-way tasks to find missing information

A Critique videos, games, or movies of their choice

R Summarize their favorite fairy tales in small groups

E Instruct how to solve a problem using different 

operations to a peer



Take the DARE: How might you apply each key use 

to the following passage? Turn to p. 2 of your handout.



It's not a good idea to set your goals in negative terms. Or rather, 
it's important to set your goals in positive terms! Studies show that 
your brain often flips the meaning of a negative sentence.

Imagine you're trying to watch less TV. You might say to yourself, "I 
don't want to sit on the couch all day, every day." Believe it or not, you 
might subconscious think that as, "I want to sit on the couch all day, 
every day."

Use positive sentences, like, "I want to exercise every day!" It's 
easier to plan out what you're going to do, instead of what you're not.

https://www.brainpop.com/health/personalhealth/settinggoals/

Goal Setting



How might you apply Key Uses to this excerpt?

 ‘I can’ discuss with a friend one of the 
goals that I have set and one that I didn’t 
choose.

 ‘I can’ argue…

 ‘I can’ recount…

 ‘I can’ explain…
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Empowering our students and teachers….

The MA Next Generation ESL Curriculum Project
(NGESL MCUs - 2016)

• DESE in a key partnership with MATSOL

• Collaborations with: Northeast 

Comprehensive Center/WestEd, WIDA, 

CAST (UDL), Jay McTighe (UbD), and other 

state and national experts.

• Field-based teams: language and content 

teachers and directors (> 65%)



MA NGESL Project Overview: Deliverables
18

CLARIFY ROLES
WHAT IS ESL 

IN MA?

OPERATIONALIZE
WIDA 

STANDARDS

CURRICULUM
RESOURCE 

GUIDE



Project Overview: 

In the NGESL Curriculum Resource Guide…19

THEORY OF 
ACTION

DEFINITIONS: ESL 
& ROLES IN ELE 

PROGRAM

COLLABORATION 
TOOL

CURRICULUM 
DEVELOPMENT AT 

THE UNIT LEVEL

CURRICULUM 
DEVELOPMENT AT 
THE LESSON LEVEL

FOCUS TOPICS 

(TEXT COMPLEXITY, 
UDL, CRITICAL 

STANCE, SOCIAL 
JUSTICE, ETC.)



MA NGESL Project Overview: Deliverables
20

CLARIFY ROLES
WHAT IS ESL 

IN MA?

OPERATIONALIZE
WIDA 

STANDARDS

CURRICULUM
RESOURCE 

GUIDE
COLLAB TOOL

INTERACTIVE
GUIDE TO 

COLLAB TOOL

12 ESL MCUs
VIDEOS of 

units in action
PD



COLLABORATION TOOL: CONTENT & LANGUAGE
Choices to prioritize and organize – T/P/S

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary 

Education
21

https://s3.amazonaws.com/v3-app_crowdc/assets/0/05/057d5036b8f4ebb7/Collaboration_Tool_V2.08.01.17Final.original.1507801538.pdf?1507801540


MICRO FUNCTION LINKS: SAMPLE PROGRESSIONS
Unpack language to create flexible instructional paths

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 22



Project 
Overview: 
Educational 
Theory
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My humanity depends 
on your humanity



Project Overview: Educational Theory

• Knowledge is not finite

• Field-based: educators as leaders, 
researchers, & intellectuals

• Central focus: Thinking processes & 
continuous improvement cycle

• The human condition is the heart of it 
all (Juan Felipe Herrera – first Latino 
poet Laureate in the U.S.)



Resources
 Next Generation ESL MCU Curriculum Resource 

Guide

 Collaboration Tool

 Interactive Guide to the Collaboration Tool 
(under miscellaneous)

 12 ESL Model Curriculum Units

 Instructional videos: units in action

 Facebook: Pedagogy, Curriculum, & Policy for 
Multilingual Learners
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http://www.doe.mass.edu/ell/curriculum.html
http://www.doe.mass.edu/ell/curriculum/mcu-videos.html
https://www.wida.us/membership/states/MA/Collaboration_Tool_GUIDE_02.21.18.pdf
https://www.wida.us/membership/states/MA/Collaboration_Tool_02.05.18.pdf
http://www.doe.mass.edu/candi/model/download_form.aspx
https://www.facebook.com/groups/LanguageCurriculum/?ref=bookmarks


Tools and Resources for Key Uses
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https://s3.amazonaws.com/v3-app_crowdc/assets/0/05/057d5036b8f4ebb7/Collaboration_Tool_V2.08.01.17Final.original.1507801538.pdf?1507801540




Other Conference Sessions

Margo Gottlieb:

Looking at Assessment Through the Lens of Multilingual 

Learners (Thu, 8:30am–9:15am, UL3: Ballroom North)

Fernanda Kray:

RETELL and SEI Endorsement Panel: Where Do We Go 

From Here? (Wed, 2:30-4:00 - UL5: Sudbury, )

OLA Updates: SEI Programmatic Guidance, NGESL, PD 

(Thursday, 10:30-11:15 - D Ashland )


