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. For sociolinguists and anthropologists, at least, it is

,ariomatic that a variety of language skills are called for in a
a'varlety of d1fferent S1tuatlons. The ability to speak a language

:1nc1udes knowledge of approprlateness rules as well as knowiedge
FI,of ‘the structures and forms needed to put those rules into

actlon;-

' Therefore it should come as no surprise that we might argue

for~thefexiStence'of something like "academic language" or .some

o variety offlanguage‘appropriate to school and similar settings.
.This notion has recently'engendered a good deal of discussion
"among those concerned with the education of language minority

1 students. H1gh fa11ure rates have, in particular, led eduators

‘»nhand researchers to questlon the adequacy and approprlateness of

the educatron, espec1a11y the 1anguage education, that is being

prOV1ded for these students. (We shou1d note, of course, that

j-s1m11ar observatlons are be1ng made w1th regard to nat1ve~Eng11sh

speaklng m1nor1ty groups, but we Wlll be focuS1ng today on

Ef,students from non—Engllsh backgrounds )

The role of language 1n educatlon cannot be underestlmated.

;>In fact. it has been referred to by a number of people as the

h1dden agenda of schoollng - both 1n the sense that 1t

-fconstltutes a 1arge portlon of what ‘is taught and also that 1t




serves as a covert metr1c for evaluatlon and dlfferentlatlon of

students. As Peters (1986) observeS°
"In the academ;c context, language both spoken and written
’.typlcally has a consitutive rather than an ancillary role;
that is, it constitutes the whole of the ongoing activity in

the social situation rather than serves as an accompaniment
.‘to other act1V1t1es.

For students learn1ng the language of the schools as a second
ilanguage, its role takes on added 51gnrf1cance.

o In the next few m1nutes, we Wlll brlefly review the work of
‘some of the maJor contr1butors to th1nk1ng about academlc
language and then we W1ll suggest ‘some common themes and
'.addltlonal observations that emerge~when the-concept is viewed
‘from a'sociolinguistic perspective.

We can begin our discussion by posing the central question:
}What are the language skills required for childrens'
success in school?

| Cummins (1980) has pointed out that-often language minority
students are assumed to have Engllsh profJC1ency on the basis of
the1r adequate performance in face- to-face commun1cat1ve
51tuat10ns.ﬂ But the same students who do we 1l in conversatlon
k':often meet Wlth fallure on school tasks. Such chlldren may then

'be V1ewed as haV1ng cogn1t1ve def1c1ts, because 1t appears that
‘r’they don t have trouble W1th Engllsh. If language is not the
l:problem, then 1t must be that they JUSt don 't have the

'1ntellectual skllls they need for success at school. ,However,
‘_there is eV1dence to suggest that a good nart of the problem is
foften a’ lack of control over the Engllsh called for in the
"decontextuallzed language 51tuat10ns of the classroom.{ To av01dgﬁ

a misassessment of chlldren s language ab111t1es, Cumm1ns



‘suggests.thatfwe look at how children perform not only in what he
hhcalls baSic conversational skills, but also at their skills in
'academic language tasks.
| One challenge for researchers, then. is to determine what
comprises skill in academic language, that is, what the language
tfdfskills are that are necessary for success in school. Literacy in
E*j itself does not guarantee academic language proficiency. Success
gcin_academic.language_calls for the ability to interact in the
_ school,settingjin ways that are particular to the school culture
in our society. These,ways may or may not mirror the uses of
'reading and writing outside the schools, in the cultures from
"AWhICh non- mainstream children come.
One feature of academic language which is mentioned
Vrepeatedly in research is the ability to communicate in context-
‘1zeaucéa situations. Catherine Snow (1983, 1984), for instance,
defines7decontextualized language as languagevin which the author

”1gis impersonal, the setting is distant, relatively complex

; language is used, and which must be understood from the speaker s
’a;‘or\writer s-point of view. Examples she gives include presenting
"‘monolOgues, doing abstract verbal reasoning, and glVlng

3efmetalinguistic Judgments, such as Judging sentences as

;gfgrammatical or ungrammatical, identifying ambiguity, and giVing
Efﬂdefinitions.k According to Snow, the process of education
‘_cons1sts largely of training in decontextualized language use.
5lflCummins reaches a Similar concluSion when he: suggests that

-;fsituations calling for academic language proficiency vary along.‘

"two dimenSion- contextualized vs. decontextualizedbandi




rg,cognltlvely'demanding:us;xcognitively undemanding.
Cdok—GumperZ;and Gumperz (1981) point out that both
a;;?lnteractlve and 11ngu1st1c features of academic language must be
,taken 1nto account. vIn‘wrltten d1scourse, the lack of prosodic
»‘features such as 1ntonat10n or stress means that chlldren have
'fewer cues to mean1ng and must learn how d1st1nc+10ns between new
“,and glven 1nformat10n can be made syntact1cally and lex1cally
:rather than through prosody. For example, the sentence "The
"people vere JUSt recover1ng from the long famine when the war
" broke out" would need to be transformed considerably in a written
v‘vers1on, to clar;fy the temporal relationship; that is, which
fact, the war or the famine, is the new information. They also
p01nt out that in school children are exposed to new kinds of
1nteract10ns, where, for example, they have to make explicit
1nformat10n which in an everyday context could be taken for
rlgranted. An obv1ous example is respond1ng to known 1nformat10n
’ questlons to demonstrate knowledge acqulred Knowing that a
'teacher wants a real answer to a question like "How many chips am
I hold1ng’" is not automat1c' |
Sh1rley Heath 1dent1f1es six functlons of language used in
\school -~ to label and descrlbe, to recount past events, to
;kfollow d1rect10ns w1thout need1ng susta1ned personal
?w*ffrelnforcement, to sustaln and ma1nta1n soc1al 1nteractlons, to
‘1request and clarlfy 1nformat10n and to create new 1nformat10n and

ﬁ“ffﬁlntegrate ideas 1n 1nnovat1ve ways. ' These skills require that

.the Chlld understands the tlassroom culture and the genres in
i'wh1ch theVschool expects 1nformatlon to be related, such as ,h,f.

pproprlate ways'of questlonlng.

In her research,‘she,has-‘




erp10red?the differences_in background experiences that
.facilitate developmeht,of these functions, in comparison with
what is assumed in the school setting. '

o Four major themes, then, run throughout the discussions of
lacademlc language. F1rst, academic language is groundad in the
school culture and requires knowledge of the ways of that culture
for soccess. The child must know the ways of using language in
school,‘incluaing conventions of speaking and writing in
| interaction and academic tasks, and knowing what the school
| considers important, valuable, and unique.

Second, academic language is primarily non-interactive. 1In
most academic tasks, meaning must be constructed by the
individual alone, without benefit of social interaction. This
‘posesaa major problem for children's acquisition of academic
_language proficiency, since the rate of development of children's
_language’has}beeh shoﬁnvto be associated with interactive
features, such asoa consistent attempt by adults to understand

the meaning intentions of the child, and a willingness to make

.sithose 1ntent10ns the baS1s for further conversatlon. If school

language 1s malnly non-1nteract1Ve, we cannot expect that
¥ ch11dren Wlll be able to acquire it on their own. It may be that
,schools are not set up to ;gagh language sk111s, but only to
o promote them 1n chlldren who already have a basic background in
ithem because of the1r home experlences.,

o Thlrd, 11ngu1st1c sk111 1s necessary for academlc language

””,‘,prof1c1ency. ThlS feature is partlcularly releVant for ch11dren

?:learnlng Engllsh as a second language. For Cummlns, for example,t




one‘key var1ab1e‘1n ch11dren‘s success with language at school is
dthe degree to whlcn lanUISt’C sk111s are automatic vs. the
:edegree.to‘whlch they_requlre cognitive involvement for
iunderStandinc neaning; |
| And flnally, academic language prof1c1ency depends on
dcontent knowlege, partlcularly metallngulstlc knowledge. Since'.
‘one of the prlmary content areas of schooling is language,
,success in school depends in part on having the ability to read,
ullsten,'talk, and write abcut language, judging grammatlcallty
‘and ambiguity, and defining words.

| Critics of the concept of academic language argue that
children's failure at school must be seen as a school-based
problem, not a problem of the children's backgrounds. From this
point'of view, the only distinction between interpersonal and
- academic language is not the presence or absence of particular
1;cognitive cr linguistic abilities on the part of the children,
but ratherhthe presence or absence of meaningfulness-vs.
artificiality in the tasks children are asked to do. This view
criticizes the kinds of language tasks that our schools set for
"chlldren, argu1ng that the construct of academ1c language is
.}bound up with culture speC1f1c types of 11teracy and exper1ence

‘1“wath the wr1tten language which may not be relevant for all

n.d»chlldren. Ch11dren cannot be expected to succeed in learning if

;schoollng is" made d1scont1nuous w1th the1r everyday experlences
:'dw1th language.' )
: Even 1f academlc}language 1s culture‘speclflc as these -
ff*crltlcs ma1nta1n, 1t st111 ex1sts as a hurdle 1n th1s soc1ety for

?language m1nor1ty ch11dren, and therefore it is. an 1mportant top1c f<



‘tcinveStigation. We‘do not thinkoof it as a rigidly definable
“style or reglster, rather, .like many gOclollngulstlcs constructs,
‘:1t ex1sts along a cont1nuum of more and less. Language use in
racadem1c settings reflects the cultural patterns of our schools

(norms.of behavior) and the zequirements of the medium (oral or

uritten) as it responds to other situational characteristics such

~.as participants, topic and physical settiné. Viewed from a
_socioiinguistic perspective, then, academic language can be
, grounded in the cultural and linguistic context which produces

it, W1thout any necessary link to cognitive development.

Recent reSearch has made great contributions to our
knowledge of the language uses in the classroom, but much remains
~to be done. The cultural and interactive features of academic
language can be further identified and specified through
ethnographic studies of children's home communities and school
experiences. The linguistic features and metalinguistic
,reQuirements ofkacademic language should also be further
}specified to make us more conscious of the real content of
schooling in our society and what we expect ch11dren to be able
to do with language.

Thus, the place for academic language, we be11eve, is in the
~{soc1a1 context of the classroom and 51m11ar sett1ngs. We have

:much to learn from careful observatlons of what goes on in these
";51tuat10ns, part1cular1y from more and 1ess successful
3].1nteract10ns.‘ We need to ask part1C1pants to account for the1r

;@dbehaV1ors and be11efs, we need t° 1°°k at the 1anguage

ﬂffrequlrements of spec1f1c reglsters- we need to 1nvestlgate




rteéhniqUesifdr makimizihg the use of the language skills which

children already have Qhen they come to school.
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