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Abstract
English language development or proficiency (ELD/P) standards promise to play an important 
role in the instruction and assessment of the language development of English language learner 
(ELL) pre-K-12 students, but to do so effectively they must convey the progression of student 
language learning in authentic school contexts for authentic academic purposes. The construct 
of academic English is defined as the vocabulary, sentence structures, and discourse associated 
with language used to teach academic content as well as the language used to navigate the school 
setting more generally. The construct definition is informed by a relatively modest number of 
empirical studies of textbooks, content assessments, and observations of classroom discourse. 
The standards of a state with a large ELL population and a large multi-state consortium are then 
reviewed to illustrate the role of the academic English construct in the standards’ coverage of 
language modalities or domains, levels of attainment or proficiency, grade spans, and the needs 
of the large number of young English learners. Recommendations and potential strategies for 
validating, creating, and augmenting standards that reflect authentic uses of academic language in 
school settings are also made. 
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This paper focuses on standards for the English language development/proficiency 
(ELD/P) of English language learners (ELL) in the United States and their relationship 
to the construct of academic English.1 Under Title III of Public Law 107-110, the No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB, 2001), states that did not already have existing 
ELD/P standards were required to create such standards. Before NCLB became law in 
2002, the consequences of using language standards for the assessment and instruction 
of ELL students were relatively low. State standards are now used as the blueprints for 
creating state standards-based assessment systems. They also remain influential for 
informing instructional practice, and are ideally used to guide teacher professional devel-
opment in the design of language curricula, instruction, and assessment (e.g. Gottlieb, 
Cranley, & Camilleri, 2007; Kenyon, MacGregor, Li, & Cook, this volume). A frame-
work was also recently prepared with US Department of Education funding to guide 
states and school districts in the development and refinement of their ELD/P standards 
and assessments to help assure valid, high quality products (Assessment and 
Accountability Comprehensive Center, 2009). In this paper, we examine important 
aspects of the conceptualization and construction of ELD/P standards, particularly as 
they relate to the academic English construct. In doing so, we address the issue of how 
well ELD/P standards currently reflect the language demands of school.

In the second section of the paper, ‘History of ELD/P standards’, we situate the ELD/P 
standards in a broader educational context by discussing the role of ELD/P standards in 
the national standards-based reform movement with its focus on the creation of academic 
content standards. This section then provides a brief history of ELD/P standards in the 
United States before NCLB and the subsequent impact of regulations under NCLB. 

 The construct of academic English is explored in the third section, ‘The role of aca-
demic English’. While the distinction between the language used in everyday social con-
texts and the language used in academic settings for learning content area material was 
made by Jim Cummins (1979) thirty years ago, there has been renewed interest in the 
construct of academic English. Review of definitions of academic English suggests that 
it can mean different things to different educational practitioners from its broadest sense 
as the literate use of English to more specific notions of specialized vocabulary, sentence 
structures, and discourse encountered in each of the academic disciplines (Bailey, 2010).

The fourth section of the paper, ‘Review of key ELD/P standards’, offers illustrative 
reviews of the standards of a key state with a high proportion of ELL students and a large 
multi-state consortium. The brief reviews are not exhaustive but rather are meant to show 
how ELP/D standards can be scrutinized for their conceptualization and incorporation of 
the academic English construct. We focus on the coverage of modalities or domains (lis-
tening, speaking, reading, and writing), levels of attainment or proficiency, and grade 
span and age-level considerations. We use the defining features of the academic English 
construct, provided in the third section, as a reference point by which to judge examples 
of the conceptualization and content of the language standards. 

The fifth and final section of the paper makes several recommendations to improve or 
augment existing ELD/P standards. The content of the standards as a reflection of authen-
tic uses of English in the classroom is in need of validation, as is their impact on student 
learning and teacher practices. We also discuss the potential for a common core of ELD/P 
standards for use nationwide, as well as the creation of detailed learning progressions of 
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language and discourse features to augment existing standards and tied to the much 
needed longitudinal study of academic English development. 

History of ELD/P standards 

The national standards-based reform movement in the 1990s was represented by the 
Goals 2000: Educate America Act, other legislation, and organizations such as the 
National Alliance of Business. The reform movement focused on academic content stan-
dards in the different disciplines (e.g. mathematics, language arts, science, etc.) and arose 
out of concerns with the low quality of education in the United States (National Alliance 
of Business, 1995; Short, 2000). Standards describe what students ought to know and be 
able to do and are a reflection of a society’s expectations or ideals for its students (e.g. 
Wixson, Dutro, & Athan, 2003). Most often, standards are conceptualized and their con-
tent chosen by stakeholders in the educational community (e.g. teachers, school districts, 
county offices of education, and state departments of education, California Department of 
Education [CDE], 1999). Other stakeholders include subject matter specialists and 
researchers in universities, professional organizations (e.g. Teachers of English to 
Speakers of Other Languages [TESOL]), as well as individuals representing the wider 
community such as business people. Unfortunately, however, these various stakeholders 
disagree on what students should know and be able to do and on the level of specificities 
standards should stipulate, and their conflicting beliefs can constitute major obstacles in 
developing academic content standards (Wixson et al., 2003). Wixson and colleagues 
found that the more social and cultural issues a content area contains (e.g. history, social 
studies), the more divergent the beliefs of the stakeholders. Given that language is the 
medium of social interaction and embedded within a culture, it is likely that ELD/P stan-
dards by their very nature engender a disparate range of ideas about the knowledge and 
skills students need in order to be considered proficient in English.

The standards-based reform movement aimed to promote academic excellence for all 
students and encouraged each state to develop academic content-area standards to serve 
as guidelines for curriculum design, assessment, and teacher professional development. 
Under the assumption that the standards would be intended for all students and take into 
account the linguistic needs of ELL students, federal officials did not designate ESL as a 
separate content area for standards development before the passage of NCLB (Bunch, 
this volume; Short, 2000). However, ultimately the state-designed content-area standards 
failed to take into account the needs of the ELL student population (Short, 2000), despite 
the concurrent rapid growth of pre-K-12 students from linguistically and culturally 
diverse backgrounds enrolled in US schools (The National Clearinghouse for English 
Language Acquisition & Language Instruction Educational Programs [NCELA], 2006). 
Not until the creation of the initial World-Class Instructional Design and Assessment 
(WIDA) ELP Standards in 2004 do we see standards with anything close to this notion 
of language fused with academic content. We can only imagine the benefits had this 
integration taken place in the 1990s: by now, there would have been close, long-time 
collaborations between ESL and content-area teachers that would be valuable for effec-
tive instruction of ELL students and the construct of academic English would have been 
more thoroughly researched and likely much further evolved by this point in time. 
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TESOL closely watched this disappointing omission of ELL-specific needs and conse-
quently established a task force to explore the creation of the organization’s own ESL 
standards to fill the gap (Short, 2000; Gόmez, 2000). These initial ESL standards are 
discussed below. 

Pre-NCLB ELD/P standards 

Before the passage of NCLB in 2001, two examples of conceptualizing and constructing 
ELD/P standards stand out: those of TESOL and the State of California. In view of the 
lack of incorporation of the linguistic needs of ELL students in the developing content-
area standards in the United States, and informed by the National Languages and Literacy 
Institute of Australia ESL Bandscales (McKay, Hudson, & Sapuppo, 1994), TESOL cre-
ated the ESL Standards for Pre-K-12 Students in 1997 (TESOL, 1997). The model pre-
sented by the Australian ESL Bandscales articulated standards for the purpose of 
understanding how English language develops in ESL students. The ESL Bandscales are 
meant for teachers in mainstream classrooms so they can better meet the instructional 
and assessment needs of ESL students. A key feature of the ESL Bandscales is the three 
age-related pathways that have separate sets of descriptors for progress in Speaking, 
Listening, Reading and Writing for students beginning English language acquisition as 
young primary, upper primary, or secondary students. The ESL Bandscales do not assume 
that the route to English proficiency is the same for students who begin the acquisition 
process at different ages. 

The initial TESOL standards were organized by three main goals with three standards 
for each. The three goals encompass the ability to use English for communication in 
social settings, for achieving academically in content areas, and for pragmatic purposes, 
specifically the ability to ‘use English in socially and culturally appropriate ways’ (Short, 
2000, p. 3). The three standards associated with communication in social settings require 
students to ‘use English to participate in social interaction … interact in, through and 
with spoken and written English for personal expression and enjoyment ... use learning 
strategies to extend their communicative competence’ (TESOL, 1997). The three stan-
dards associated with academic achievement in all content areas parallel those of the 
social setting but reflect language use in the classroom and for applying academic knowl-
edge. The three standards associated with pragmatic uses of English require students to 
‘use appropriate language variety, register and genre according to audience, purpose and 
setting … use nonverbal communication appropriate to audience, purpose and setting … 
use appropriate learning strategies to extend their sociolinguistic and sociocultural com-
petence’ (TESOL, 1997).

The initial TESOL standards followed the functional approach to language acquisi-
tion and were purposefully set at an abstract level to allow for modification in curriculum 
and instructional practices. The lack of specificities in the standards rendered them less 
useful for the design of curriculum and assessments; such specificity being a key distin-
guishing characteristic of the different approaches to standards creation (e.g. Chalhoub-
Deville & Deville, 2008; Wixson et al., 2003). However, the original nine standards were 
later explicated by descriptors and progress indicators that offered specificities for cur-
riculum objectives and classroom activities, and, like the Australian ESL Bandscales, 
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articulated separate pathways for younger (pre-K-Grade 3) and older learners (Grades 4–8 
& 9–12). There were also accompanying vignettes written by practicing teachers as con-
crete illustrations of effective instructional practices for each standard. Thus a major pur-
pose of the TESOL ESL standards would appear to be for teacher planning (McKay, 2000).

To connect ESL learning to levels of student development, the standards had ESL 
proficiency levels (Beginning, Intermediate, and Advanced). The standards also took 
into consideration the needs of students with limited formal schooling and with learning 
disabilities. It is also worth noting that one of the standards explicitly sets an objective 
for students to acquire Learning Strategies in order to improve their socio-linguistic and 
sociocultural competence; learning how to learn is a rare goal in standards but is under-
standable in the ESL arena where students continue to learn new linguistic and discourse 
features in out-of-school contexts or once they exit their formal ESL classes. 

California is an example of a state that created ELD standards for its ELL student 
population before the passage of NCLB. Instead of conceptualizing and constructing a 
separate set of standards, the California Department of Education (CDE) designed its 
ELD standards in order to supplement the existing English Language Arts (ELA) content 
standards (California State Board of Education, 1998). We return to a more detailed 
review of these standards in the fourth section.

ELD/P standards in the era of NCLB 

NCLB has ushered in a new era for the standards-based reform movement in general and 
has brought renewed attention to the ELL population and ELD/P standards. Historically, 
assessment of ELL students’ academic performance and language proficiency had 
resulted less from a concern with equality in educational attainment than from racial and 
ethnic anxieties with increasing immigration (Figueroa, 1990). Assessments had been 
used in a discriminatory manner to determine the intellectual potentials of immigrant 
populations (Figueroa, 1990; Figueroa & Hernandez, 2000). Beginning in the early 20th 
century, research, most of which was conducted with Mexican-American children, 
naively generalized inferior intelligence from low test scores and linked limited English 
proficiency to genetic arguments about the lower intelligence of non-northern European 
immigrants (Figueroa & Hernandez, 2000). The phenomenon was labeled the ‘language 
handicap’ of immigrant test-takers and was used to justify eradicating the primary lan-
guage of immigrant students and thereby any opportunity for maintaining bilingualism 
(Figueroa & Hernandez, 2000). 

NCLB mandates that all states now have ELD/P standards and standards-based 
assessments must be used in accountability for NCLB Title III funding of ELD pro-
grams. Rather than create one set of ELD/P standards for the nation or adopt those of the 
national organization TESOL, the NCLB regulations require each state, or consortium of 
several states collaborating together, to create its own ELD/P standards if none previ-
ously existed. This accountability system has led to profound changes in the conceptual-
ization, creation and purposes of standards for language learning and attainment, not 
least the operationalization of the construct of academic English. As we mentioned, the 
opportunity for collaboration between ESL and content-area educators presented itself 
but was ignored in the earliest days of the standards-based reform movement. The 
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opportunity would appear to have presented itself anew under the NCLB requirement of 
separately reporting the performance of subgroups of students within schools, including 
reporting the English language arts/reading, mathematics, and science scores of all ELL 
students. Thus general education teachers who once had little stake in the education of 
ELL students, such as mathematics and ELA teachers, now have a very pressing reason 
to have ELL students reach sufficient proficiency in academic English in order to take 
state academic content tests mandated by NCLB (e.g. Silliman, Wilkinson, & Brea-
Spahn, 2004). Moreover, teachers are now teaching ELL students in mainstream classes 
and need to collaborate with ESL teachers to gain knowledge of English language devel-
opment and adopt strategies for teaching academic English alongside content-area mate-
rial (e.g. Schleppegrell, 2004; Bailey & Heritage, 2008). Similarly, ESL teachers need to 
know more about the linguistic and discourse features of the different disciplines so they 
can incorporate them into their instruction. In turn, both kinds of knowledge can inform 
the creation/revision of ELD/P standards to better reflect the language of school.

Most recently, the National Governors Association Center for Best Practices (NGA 
Center) and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) coordinated the 
Common Core State Standards Initiative (CCSSI) to develop K-12 standards for English 
Language Arts and Math due to criticisms of the quality of many existing state standards. 
The finalized K-12 standards were released in June 2010 (CCSSI, 2010a), having been 
previously endorsed by 48 states and the District of Columbia, the exceptions being 
Texas and Alaska. States are now in various stages of adoption. The notion of academic 
uses of language appears to be articulated in part with the inclusion of reading in the 
content areas of science and social studies in the draft standards. However, this new 
standards initiative does not include separate ELD/P standards for ELLs, but expects 
ELL students to be held to the same levels of ELA standards, with some acknowledge-
ment of the different learning experiences of ELL students (CCSSI, 2010b).

We might still question the value of making each state create its own set of ELD/P 
standards because conceivably the ELD/P construct should not differ around the Nation. 
However, there may be concentrations of ELL students with different characteristics that 
do differentiate the states (e.g. unschooled students of migrant workers in the Southwest, 
Native American students with little reading experience in their heritage language in 
North Dakota, etc.) and their needs may require attention to different aspects of language 
during the creation of ELD/P standards. Thus NCLB created an intense amount of inter-
est and work in the area of ELD/P. Specifically, researchers and educators are attempting 
to create ELD/P standards reflecting the language that ELL students will need not only 
in order to succeed in the acquisition of English, but, as we noted above, to also succeed 
on the mandated assessments of English language arts/reading, mathematics, and sci-
ence. This academic need for the use of language knowledge and skills is the focus of the 
next section.

The role of academic English

Since Cummins’ (1979, 1980) introduction of the distinction between Basic Interpersonal 
Communication Skills (BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP), 
the academic English construct has been conceptualized at different linguistic levels, 
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from lexical to discourse (e.g. Bailey & Butler, 2002/3; Schleppegrell, 2001), as well as 
on various dimensions, from cognitive to socio-cultural (e.g. Scarcella, 2003). This 
renewal of interest in academic English seems to be for several reasons. First, from an 
assessment perspective, there was a lack of correspondence between ELD assessments 
prior to NCLB and the kinds of English students need to ‘access and engage in the cur-
riculum’ (Bailey & Heritage, 2008, p. 12). This lack of correspondence was manifest in 
the poor predictive validity of pre-NCLB ELD assessments for student performance on 
assessments of ELA and mathematics (Butler, Stevens, & Castellon, 2007).2 Second, 
from an instructional perspective, ELL students may not only miss the requisite content 
material if they are schooled in ESL pullout or sheltered English contexts (e.g. Francis, 
Lesaux, & August, 2006), but also miss the opportunity to be exposed to the challenging 
language of content area instruction to the same degree as their non-ELL peers (Martinez, 
Bailey, Kerr, Huang, & Beauregard, 2010). Ultimately, ELL students are more likely to 
learn less, drop out of school, and have fewer opportunities for higher education than 
their non-ELL peers (Gándara, 2005). Quite possibly both assessment and instruction 
have ignored the unique characteristics of English required for success in school. 

For the purposes of this paper, we include in our discussion of academic English the 
oral and written language used in classrooms by teachers and students for the purpose of 
classroom management and academic learning, as well as the language of textbooks, 
assessments, and other curricular materials. We first provide an overview of definitions 
of academic English, discussing and evaluating conceptualizations by researchers. We 
then review the existing systematic empirical research on academic English. 

Overview of academic English definitions 

The BICS/CALP distinction proposed by Cummins (1979, 1980) serves as the precursor 
to many subsequent views of academic English. BICS and CALP were placed on two 
continua: context and cognitive complexity, with BICS viewed as context-embedded and 
low in cognitive complexity and CALP viewed as context-reduced and high in cognitive 
complexity. Cummins argues that there are clear differences in the acquisition patterns 
between BICS and CALP. In contrast to the communication of BICS which often occurs 
with contextual support and paralinguistic cues to facilitate communication, the de-
contextualized communication of CALP involves sophisticated lexical variety and syn-
tactic constructions and is thus more difficult to acquire. 

Although the pioneering BICS/CALP distinction helped raise attention to the evalua-
tion of ELL students’ language proficiency, the boundary between BICS and CALP is not 
clear. It is questionable that basic interpersonal skills are always contextualized and less 
cognitively complex than academic language skills (Bailey, 2007, in press). Children’s 
pretend play, for example, involves highly decontextualized use of language and reason-
ing skills. The cognitive ability required to persuade, deceive or win over others in every-
day life is also no less complex than what is needed to comprehend a persuasive argument 
in a social studies textbook. Additionally, Scarcella (2003) suggests that the simple dis-
tinction does not provide enough specificities for generating tasks for instruction or 
assessments of academic English and is thus of limited practical value.
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Drawing from Halliday’s approach to characterizing language use in terms of lan-
guage functions, Chamot and O’Malley (1994) suggest that academic English refers to 
‘the language that is used by teachers and students for the purpose of acquiring new 
knowledge and skills … imparting new information, describing abstract ideas, and 
developing students’ conceptual understanding’ (p. 40). While Chamot and O’Malley’s 
definition is broad in its incorporation of the uses of language by teachers and students, 
it still does not provide sufficient specificity of exactly ‘what’ language is being used in 
school tasks in terms of vocabulary, sentence structures, and kinds of genre. In line with 
Chamot and O’Malley’s position, but with far more specificity, Schleppegrell defines 
academic English as a special ‘register’ that entails a specific ‘constellation of lexical 
and grammatical features’ used in the school context (2001, p. 432). 

A recent conceptualization by Bailey and Heritage (2008) characterizes the language 
of school-age children by contexts of use: the social context outside school and two aca-
demic contexts which include the use of curriculum content language (i.e. discipline-
specific language) to teach academic content, and the use of school navigational language 
for other within-school contexts such as classroom management. Within each of these 
contexts language at the word level, at the multi-word sentence level, and at the multi-
sentence discourse or text level can be distinguished. This division usefully highlights 
the different demands each of the levels places on the learner, and relatedly, the different 
pedagogical emphasis that will be required by teachers. Characterizing linguistic and 
discourse features in this way is important not only for the learning and instructional 
reasons already mentioned, but because specificity of this kind is necessary so we can 
readily make distinctions between the lexical, grammatical, and discourse features that 
may differentiate the academic disciplines, grade levels, and proficiency levels. 

The word level.    Learners must attach meaning to lexical items and place new items into 
semantic networks of already known words (e.g. antonyms, synonyms) in order to 
broaden and deepen their word knowledge. Vocabulary knowledge plays an important 
role in school success. Research has consistently identified vocabulary knowledge as one 
crucial component in reading ability (Braze, Tabor, Shankweiler, & Mencl, 2007; Grabe, 
2004; Nagy, 1988; RAND Reading Study Group, 2002; Scott & Nagy, 2004). 
Schleppegrell (2004) argues that the difference between the everyday vocabulary and 
what she terms the ‘specialist lexis’ signifies the major distinction between language in 
daily interaction and the language of academic texts. This specialist lexis or academic 
vocabulary itself can be further divided into three categories based on the contexts within 
which it appears (Bailey & Heritage, 2008). The three categories include general aca-
demic vocabulary, context-specific academic vocabulary, and specialized academic 
vocabulary. General academic vocabulary refers to words that occur across academic 
content areas, such as ‘synthesize’ and ‘explain’ (e.g. Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002; 
Nation, 2001; Scarcella & Zimmerman, 1998). Context-specific academic vocabulary 
contains everyday words that are used with a different meaning in a content-area context, 
such as using the word ‘by’ in a mathematics context to mean ‘divide’ (e.g. Bailey, 2007). 
Finally, specialized academic words are discipline-specific technical vocabulary such as 
the word ‘thermal’ in the science content area and ‘multiplication’ in the mathematics 
content area (e.g. Beck et al., 2002; Scarcella & Zimmerman, 1998).
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The sentence level.  Language requires paying attention to word order, parts of speech, 
and English inflectional morphology and grammar so that the syntactic structure of the 
language can be acquired. To precisely convey the relationship between objects, events 
and ideas in academic texts, more complex grammatical structures are required such as 
comparatives (e.g. greater/less than), prepositions (e.g. divided ‘into’ vs. divided ‘by’) 
and logical connectors (e.g. if… then…) (e.g. Schleppegrell, 2001; Spanos, Rhodes, 
Dale, & Crandall, 1988). In comparisons of mathematics, science and social studies, 
Bailey, Butler, Stevens, and Lord (2007) found that certain grammatical features, such as 
prepositional phrases and noun phrases, were more common than others in fifth-grade 
textbooks, and more passive verb forms were observed in science and social studies than 
in mathematics. 

The discourse level.  At the oral discourse or text level, the learner is required to organize oral 
or written sentences into logical combinations that can be used to convey specific purposes 
such as form an argument, give an explanation, maintain coherence across multiple clauses, 
display new knowledge (e.g. formative assessment exchanges), or follow the expected 
format of narrative or expository genres (Butler, Bailey, Stevens, Huang, & Lord, 2004; 
Chamot & O’Malley, 1994; Leung & Mohan, 2004; Schleppegrell, 2001, 2004; Short, 
1994). Academic discourses or texts, such as story retelling, scientific talks, lab reports, 
and journal articles, can follow specific organizational conventions that set them apart 
from their everyday/social counterparts. These organizational patterns, such as well-
sequenced events in a story and a hierarchical structure in a scientific argument, are part of 
the academic English construct to be considered for inclusion in ELD/P standards. 

Chamot and O’Malley (1994) argued that academic English consists primarily of 
‘language functions needed for authentic academic content’ (p. 40). The major academic 
language functions they explicitly espouse teaching across content areas are ‘explaining, 
informing, justifying, comparing, describing, classifying, proving, debating, persuading, 
and evaluating’ (p. 41). Focusing on the science content area, Lemke (1990) also argued 
that the talking and writing of science entails specific functions such as hypothesizing, 
questioning, challenging, designing experiments, comparing, analyzing, evaluating, and 
generalizing. 

Systematic empirical research on academic English

While many definitions of academic English have been offered, fewer systematic empiri-
cal investigations have been attempted (e.g. Bailey et al., 2007; Davies & Green, 1984; 
Gibbons, 1998; Lunzer & Gardner, 1984; Schleppegrell, 2001, 2004; Short, 1994). In 
one attempt to respond to the NCLB mandates on standards-based assessments and 
address the gap between ELL students’ performance on ELD/P assessments and content-
area assessments, Bailey and colleagues (2007) at the National Center for Research on 
Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing (CRESST) conducted a multi-year project to 
operationalize academic English. They investigated academic English empirically via 
classroom observations and analysis of national content standards, state standards and 
textbooks. For example, analysis of textbooks in fifth-grade mathematics, science and 
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social studies revealed both commonalities and discipline-specific characteristics in aca-
demic English features across the content areas that should further inform definitions of 
the academic English construct. Specifically, in mathematics there were shorter and 
grammatically simpler sentences containing fewer derived or multisyllabic words than in 
science or social studies. Mathematics also used fewer specialized or technical words. 
Words that cut across the three content areas suggest a general academic vocabulary 
needed by students (e.g. analyze, predict). At the discourse level, mathematics also had 
a smaller repertoire of language functions than the other content areas, mainly limited to 
uses of language for comparison, description, enumeration, and sequencing, whereas 
science and social studies also used definitions, exemplifications, and explanations, 
amongst others.

Schleppegrell (2004) also reports on key grammatical differences in science and 
social studies linked to the functions these content areas serve. The register of science 
focuses in part on classification, explanation and theory building that require features 
such as technical terms and expanded nominal phrases, whereas history texts enable 
explanation and interpretation through organizational structures such as conjunctive 
links, and temporal and locative phrases. 

Focusing on the ‘information structure’ (i.e. the underlying information and organiza-
tion of text constituents), Davies and Green (1984) compared the texts of two content 
areas: science and English. They found that the two types of academic texts differ sub-
stantially in their information constituents and structures. English texts are mostly nar-
rative with a general function to tell a story, whereas science texts are informative, and, 
depending on the topic of the text, fulfill a wide range of purposes such as description, 
explanation, and classification.

A recent study of the opportunity to learn science in elementary school science class-
rooms provides further empirical details of academic language functions in school set-
tings (Martinez et al., 2010). These included functions for sorting and organizing 
information (classifying, comparing/contrasting, sequencing, enumerating), functions 
for providing information (explanations, descriptions, definitions, sequencing steps), 
and functions for higher-order thinking (causal reasoning, predictions, generalizations, 
inference-making, hypothesis-generating). The latter set of language functions, in par-
ticular, suggest greater cognitive demand on students than the more straightforward uses 
of language for sorting and organizing information. In addition, Short (1994) found 
explanation, description and justification to be the main hallmarks of the language used 
in middle school social studies discourse. Such studies show how the different disci-
plines draw on different features of the academic English register in order to achieve 
different academic goals: in science, theorizing experience; in history, interpreting expe-
rience (Schleppegrell, 2004).3 Collectively, these findings suggest that in addition to the 
notion of general academic language, content-specificity should be a consideration in 
ELD/P standards conceptualization and content coverage. 

The role of cognitive demands in ELD is a complex one. As discussed above for aca-
demic language functions, the level of cognitive demands placed on learners can vary 
depending on the nature of a task, as in the case of sorting and categorizing information 
being a simpler mental operation than predicting a future event. It is particularly 
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important to consider the cognitive demands placed on the very youngest ELL students 
because, as mentioned previously, much of cognition is guaranteed to still be developing 
in this age group. In alignment studies of the correspondence between the skills repre-
sented in content standards and the assessments designed to measure them, evaluations 
of the degree of cognitive complexity of the standards and test items have been attempted 
(e.g. Webb, 1997). However, Schleppegrell (2004) points out that it makes less sense to 
think of language as inherently cognitively demanding due to the nature of the interac-
tion between students and linguistic tasks. What task a student will find cognitively 
demanding will depend on their own prior world and linguistic experience and not sim-
ply the nature of the task itself. 

Another important consideration in the conceptualization of the academic English 
construct is the issue of when academic English exposure begins. Whether academic 
English exists and/or can be readily identified at the preschool and early elementary 
years is currently debated (Bailey, 2008; Bailey, Huang, Osipova, & Beauregard, 2010). 
However, under NCLB but unlike the content areas that begin assessment at grade 2, 
states must assess ELL students from kindergarten onwards and other federal programs 
that provide funding for academic preschools now also require assessment of ELD (e.g. 
the Head Start Program).4 In fact, the largest numbers of ELL students are concentrated 
at this young English learner (YEL) level (e.g. in California, 37% of the State’s large 
ELL population are enrolled as K-2 students, CDE, 2009). This age group poses the big-
gest challenges to the definition of academic English both in practice because of its sheer 
size and from a conceptual perspective due to the cognitive, social, and academic devel-
opment still occurring at this early age (McKay, 2000). As already mentioned, one model 
of standards development is to explicitly take account of these age differences in learners 
by creating different standards pathways (e.g. the ESL Bandscales, McKay et al., 1994).

 Although academic English may not be as distinctive a construct at the preschool and 
kindergarten stage as it is in the later school years when children take content-area 
classes, there is some empirical evidence to suggest that it still distinguishes itself from 
social language and is foundational to the further development of the construct. In the 
domain of oral language, Schleppegrell (2001) reports that preschool teachers have 
implicit assumptions about the format of children’s talk during sharing time (i.e. a popu-
lar preschool activity during which children tell a personal narrative or describe an inter-
esting object from home), and their interactions with children are also organized around 
linguistic expectations. Children who produce linear oral narratives of sequential events 
with an orientation, complicating actions, high point and resolution (Peterson & McCabe, 
1983) thus have more opportunities to interact with their teachers and advance their lan-
guage skills (Michaels, 1981). By kindergarten, teachers also expect children to use spe-
cific grammatical constructions and be able to give expected definitions – a significant 
correlate with their academic success (Schleppegrell, 2001). Children are also aware of 
distinctions between ‘social’ and ‘school’ language as evidenced in their modification of 
the register they use to ‘play’ school (Andersen, 1986). 

Requirements for literacy in ELD/P standards also need to take the unique develop-
mental stage of YEL students into consideration, particularly given the close ties between 
oral language and literacy skills at this early stage (see Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998 for 
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a review). For example, the oral language skill, phonological awareness, has been built 
into most if not all state ELA standards possibly because of the robust evidence of its link 
to literacy development in the monolingual English-speaking population (e.g. Anthony 
& Lonigan, 2004). However, phonological awareness includes several components 
which follow divergent developmental paths and are influenced by YEL students’ native 
languages to varying degrees (e.g. Durgunoglu, 2002; McBride-Chang, Bialystok, 
Chong, & Li, 2004). YEL students with Spanish as their first language (L1) appear to 
derive an advantage for phonemic segmentation skills because of the similarities in pho-
nological systems between Spanish and English (Bialystok, Majumder, & Martin, 2003), 
whereas students with Chinese L1 perform better at syllable awareness tasks because of 
the salience of syllable units in Chinese (McBride-Chang et al., 2004). In view of the 
differences in the relationships between oral language and orthography across languages, 
how or even whether we should stipulate reading and writing requirements, such as pho-
nological awareness, to the same degree for YEL students as done in ELA standards 
designed for their monolingual English peers, remain critical questions for future inves-
tigation and debate. However, given that academic uses of English are evident at the 
preschool and kindergarten levels, ELD/P standards should at the very least attempt to 
operationalize the construct with this young age and characterize the language demands 
encountered from the very first days of formal schooling. 

To conclude this section, an extended discussion of the academic English construct 
has been relevant for the upcoming discussion of two sets of influential ELD/P standards. 
In particular, the characterization and an understanding of the complexities of the con-
struct are crucial for the development of standards that reflect the construct in all its 
complexities and nuances, and possibly serve as the blueprint or underpinnings of future 
curricula and assessments.

Review of key ELD/P standards

In this section, we conduct illustrative reviews of the standards of a key state, California, 
highest in its proportion of the Nation’s ELL student population, and the standards of the 
WIDA consortium, a large multi-state consortium dedicated to the design and implemen-
tation of standards, assessment and curricula for ELL students. These two sets of stan-
dards were chosen because their creation had very different histories; California’s 
standards coming before NCLB and the WIDA standards being both created and revised 
since NCLB. As a result, the two sets of standards provide contrasting approaches to 
operationalizing academic English. The reviews are not intended to be exhaustive nor 
overly evaluative, but rather as a mechanism to surface important aspects about ELD/P 
standards for further consideration. Specifically, we examine coverage of language 
domains (a term used in the K-12 arena to refer to the four modalities of listening, speak-
ing, reading and writing), articulation of levels of attainment or proficiency, and division 
of grade levels or spans. We also examine the match, or lack thereof, between the content 
of the language standards and the academic English construct, as well as pay special 
attention to academic English expectations with young English learners. Due to the com-
plexity of the standards, we recommend the reader access the documents directly in order 
to better follow their descriptions below.5 
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English-language development standards for California public schools: K-12 

The California (CA) ELD standards impact over 1.55 million students. Approximately 
35% of the Nation’s English language learners are educated in Californian schools (CDE, 
2009). California Assembly Bill 748, enacted in 1997, required ‘That the test or tests 
assessing the progress of English learners toward achieving fluency in English be aligned 
with state standards for English-language development’ (CDE, 1999, p. iv). The San 
Diego County Office of Education, under contract with the Standards and Assessment 
Division of the California Department of Education, was responsible for the standards 
development with the guidance of a 32-member advisory board consisting of educators, 
academics (e.g. applied linguists), and ESL specialists from throughout the state. The 
ELD standards were adopted in 1999 with the overarching goal to mainstream all ELL 
students into regular ELA curricula. The ELD Standards are thus designed as ‘pathways’ 
to the ELA standards. More specifically, they are ‘designed to assist classroom teachers 
in assessing the progress of English learners toward attaining full fluency in English’ 
(CDE, 1999, p. 15), and are the blueprint for the state assessment, the California English 
Language Development Test (CELDT, CDE, 2008a). The CELDT has been revised con-
tinuously to include greater representation of the academic language construct, evolving 
from its initial form as the Language Assessment Scales (LAS, Duncan & De Avila, 
1988, 1990). The LAS, a commercial test, had originally been designed to measure the 
more social aspects of language (Mayer, 2007). 

Organization of the California ELD standards.    The CA ELD standards combine Listening 
and Speaking domains and cover Reading and Writing separately. Proficiency is divided 
into three summary levels (Beginning, Intermediate, and Advanced) but descriptions are 
elaborated at five levels (additionally Early Intermediate and Early Advanced levels). 
Within each domain the standards are organized by these five proficiency levels and by 
sub‑strands of the ELA standards (CDE, 1998) (e.g. Comprehension, Decoding and Word 
Recognition, Phonemic Awareness) to create matrices of these two dimensions. The con-
tent of the standards is focused entirely on descriptions of linguistic features or character-
istics of language usage, what are termed variably Strategies and Applications, Word 
Analysis, Fluency and Systematic Vocabulary Development, Reading Comprehension, 
and English-Language Conventions, depending on the language domain. This organiza-
tion is repeated for four grade spans (K–2, 3–5, 6–8, and 9–12), thus creating a large 
number of discrete standards. An example of Intermediate (Level 3) Reading domain for 
Grades 9–12 is ‘Apply knowledge of common English morphemes in oral and silent read-
ing to derive meaning from literature and texts in content areas.’ The CA ELD standards 
do not include pre-K expectations for English proficiency; rather CDE has published the 
California Preschool Learning Foundations (CDE, 2008b) to address this population. 

Conceptualization of English language in the CA ELD standards.  According to the CA ELD 
standards, ‘Students must be prepared to use English effectively in social and academic 
settings’ (CDE, 1999, p. 16). Thus the notion of academic English is present. However, 
other than the stated overt linkage to the CA ELA standards, reference to the language of 
other content areas is less systematic. Indeed, the close linkage to the CA ELA standards, 
particularly reading, provides the opportunity for us to examine a number of issues 
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regarding the conceptualization and content of the CA ELD standards including: (1) the 
role of the academic English construct; (2) the distinction between the ELD and the ELA 
content areas; and (3) the degree of specificity of word, sentence, and discourse expecta-
tions in the standards.

The academic English construct: There appears to be little systematicity to the explicit 
inclusion of the academic English construct. Some of the standards for the Reading and 
Writing domains reference the language of subject matter texts. These standards are pre-
dominantly for the literacy skills of the higher grade spans. The summary of the stan-
dards does not mention academic uses of English in the combined Listening and Speaking 
domain, even at the Advanced proficiency level; rather the focus is on being able to 
‘Negotiate and initiate social conversations by questioning, restating, soliciting informa-
tion, and paraphrasing the communication of others’ (CDE, 1999, p. 3). Confusingly, 
however, the standards starting with the 6–8 grade span at the Early Intermediate profi-
ciency level, do call for oral presentation abilities for subject-matter content.

Distinction between the ELD and the ELA content areas: The ELD standards also 
emphasize the learning of reading by ELL students in kindergarten through second grade 
to demonstrate proficiency in ELA-related standards, such as the mastery of phonemic 
awareness and concepts of print. There may be considerable overlap between ELD and 
ELA in YEL students first learning to read, but even with young learners the differences 
in their experiences learning English as a second language in addition to the different 
relationship their native language may have with printed language as mentioned, both 
caution us to maintain the difference between ELD and ELA. Moreover, in the case of 
older ELL students, the content of the ELD curriculum may be very different from that 
of the ELA curriculum as the ELA content area shifts away from a focus on learning to 
read to a focus on literature and literary criticism. The different sets of standards should 
reflect these differences, not minimize them, if they are to be most effective for teachers 
and their students learning English as a second language and ELA as an academic con-
tent area. However, the content of the CA ELD standards is ostensibly designed to coun-
ter this separation: ‘At the more advanced levels, the skills in the ELD standards begin to 
resemble those in the English-language arts standards and represent the standards at 
which an English learner has attained academic proficiency in English’ (CDE, 1999, p. 
12). It appears that academic proficiency in English language is synonymous with profi-
ciency in English language arts.

Specificity: The CA ELD standards also lack much of the specificity about word, 
sentence and discourse level features that is needed to be able to distinguish amongst 
different grade level expectations and proficiency levels. An extreme instance of this is 
an example of the Listening and Speaking combined domain for Grades K–2 at Early 
Intermediate (level 2). For Grades K–2 this standard is articulated as ‘Ask and answer 
questions by using phrases or simple sentences.’ For Grades 3–5 this standard is articu-
lated as ‘Ask and answer questions by using phrases or simple sentences’ as it is for 
Grade spans 6–8 and 9–12 also. Not only is this standard worded identically for each of 
the four grade spans it is also identical for both Beginning (level 1) and Early Intermediate 
(level 2) proficiency levels for all grade spans. We have to question whether this approach 
to standards construction can very effectively meet the stated objective to ‘assist class-
room teachers in assessing the progress of English learners.’ 
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The WIDA English Language Proficiency Standards, 2007 edition, pre-K-12

The WIDA ELP Standards have been adopted by 26 states at the time of writing since the 
passage of NCLB. The WIDA 2nd edition, published in 2007, is an updated version of 
the initial 2004 WIDA standards that were developed with an Enhanced Assessment 
Grant to the original consortium states (Wisconsin, Delaware, and Arkansas) from the 
US Department of Education, with provision of funding from NCLB. Moreover, the 
WIDA ELP Standards, 2004 edition, were augmented by TESOL in 2006 to replace their 
initial standards published in 1997. The developers view the standards as a ‘critical tool 
for educators of ELLs for curriculum development, instruction and assessment’ (WIDA, 
2007, p. i). A stated major purpose of the WIDA ELP Standards is to serve as a blueprint 
for the Assessing Comprehension and Communication in English State to State for 
English Language Learners (ACCESS for ELLs®) assessment that states use for account-
ability under NCLB. 

Organization of the WIDA ELP Standards.  Five identical standards appear in summative 
and formative frameworks that focus on the outcomes and processes of learning, respec-
tively. One standard targets the social and instructional language used in school settings 
and four standards target the language associated with each of the main content areas; 
namely, the language of language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies. The five 
standards cover four separate domains: listening, speaking, reading, and writing. The 
five standards are written at a very abstract level: ‘Communicate for Social and 
Instructional purposes within the school setting and ‘communicate information, ideas, 
and concepts necessary for academic success in the content area of Language Arts/
Mathematics/Science/Social Studies’ (WIDA, 2007, p. i). Proficiency is divided into five 
main levels: Entering, Beginning, Developing, Expanding, and Bridging, with a sixth 
level Reaching that is not articulated in the WIDA ELP Standards frameworks but is 
used to indicate the attainment of English language proficiency.

It is at the intersection between domains and proficiency levels that specificity is 
offered for the kinds of language demands placed on students by each of the five stan-
dards. The content of the cells for the resulting matrices of the summative and formative 
frameworks is presented within a strand of Model Performance Indicators (MPIs), scaf-
folded across the five levels of language proficiency, and reflects the kinds of example 
topics that students would encounter in content classes at their grade span. This complex 
organization is repeated for all five grade spans (pre-K-K, 1–2, 3–5, 6–8, and 9–12), so 
the standards for the language thought necessary for the four main content areas applies 
to even the very youngest ELL students. The grade-level cluster topics have been derived 
from academic content standards from states and national organizations. The following 
example is an MPI from Grades 1–2, Standard 4 (Science language) at Level 3 
(Developing) for the Speaking domain in the Formative Framework: ‘State relationships 
between objects of earth or sky using diagrams, photographs or models (e.g. “Mercury 
is closest to the sun.”).’ 

Conceptualization of English language in the WIDA ELP Standards.  A salient feature of the 
WIDA ELP Standards is the exclusive focus on language used in the school context. The 
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language construct we can identify in the standards and which the developers term their 
‘vision of language proficiency’ is language that ‘encompasses both social and academic 
contexts tied to schooling’ (WIDA, 2007, p. i). The standards attempt to operationalize 
this by integrating language learning within the context of academic content. This con-
ceptualization raises at least four issues for further consideration: (1) the scope of the 
definition of ELP; (2) a possible inadvertent reliance on content-area knowledge and 
skills; (3) the degree of specificity of word, sentence, and discourse expectations in the 
MPIs; and (4) the age-appropriateness of the standards. 

Scope of ELP definition: By limiting the scope of the definition of ELP to language 
use (both social and academic) within the school context, the WIDA ELP Standards 
certainly place academic language squarely at the forefront. However, it is questionable 
what other contexts for the development of ELP are missed. Arguably, English is devel-
oped in many out-of-school contexts as well.6 However, we can argue that the WIDA 
ELP Standards reflect the reality of the kinds of language teachers should reasonably be 
held most responsible for developing – the language necessary for school success. 

Reliance on content-area knowledge and skills: It is a legitimate concern that the 
chosen topics for the MPIs associated with each of the content areas inadvertently rely 
on language arts, mathematics, science, or social studies content knowledge or skills. For 
example, statistical content knowledge and presumably skill will be needed to demon-
strate English abilities reflected in the MPI for Grades 6–8, Standard 3 (Mathematics), at 
Level 4 (Expanding) in the Listening domain of the Formative Framework: ‘Make pre-
dictions or estimates of measures of central tendency from oral scenarios and visual or 
graphic displays.’ However, the ELP Standards always include some form of instruc-
tional support (e.g. sensory, graphic, or interactive) through ELP Level 4. 

Specificity: Interestingly, other than through use of example phrases and sentences 
and brief summaries of Performance Definitions for the six levels of English language 
proficiency, the WIDA ELP Standards do not explicitly provide the specific kinds of 
English expected at the word, sentence, and discourse levels in the MPIs. For example, 
Grade 1–2, Standard 4 MPI from Level 3 (Developing) in the Speaking domain of the 
Summative Framework is ‘Compare/contrast weather conditions from pictures, photo-
graphs or graphs’. However, without explicit mention of what vocabulary, sentence 
structures, and degree of organization and elaboration of discourse are desired for ELL 
students in this grade span, at this level, and in this oral language domain, this description 
of desired language usage could hold for other grade spans, for modalities other than 
expressive oral language, and presumably for all levels of proficiency. This lack of speci-
ficity thus poses challenges to the development of instructional and assessment material 
for ELL students in different grades and at different proficiency levels.

Age-appropriateness: Adopting a content-area basis for the pre-K-K standards should 
also be examined more closely. Best practices in early childhood education increasingly 
call for more integrated approaches to early academic experiences, such that instruction 
and learning are not easily divisible by traditional disciplines such as mathematics or 
science.7 Rather, young children are learning in deliberately construed environments that 
allow them to explore their worlds by making use of an array of mathematical or scien-
tific principles. For example, in learning about the topic of ants, preschoolers can learn 
to tally their different behaviors, or count their legs together with learning about their 
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habitats and metamorphosis from larva to adult forms. Language learning that occurs in 
such an environment is multifaceted, using vocabulary that is specific to some disci-
plines and that also cuts across content-areas (e.g. Bailey et al., 2010). Certainly, we 
identify this as an exciting new avenue for empirical research and for creating language 
goals or standards for the earliest years of formal schooling.

To conclude this section, we return to the title question, ‘Do current ELD/P standards 
reflect the English needed for success in school?’ in relation to our reviews of the stan-
dards. Clearly, the more recent WIDA ELP Standards directly address the use of English 
in the different content areas that students will need to master for school success. The 
empirical work we reviewed above indicates that there are meaningful differences, as 
well as some commonalities across linguistic and discourse features of the different con-
tent areas. The commonalities appear not to be articulated as a general academic lan-
guage construct in the WIDA ELP Standards. California’s standards were written in the 
years preceding NCLB and thus the representation of academic English is not specified 
for all the different content areas. A strength of the WIDA ELP Standards would appear 
to be the continuity in the educational spectrum offered by including pre-Kindergarten 
standards. This is promising because the field is in the throes of attempting to define 
early academic English and its role in young children’s educational experiences, particu-
larly early literacy. Finally, academic English has not yet been studied across the full 
pre-K-12 spectrum; indeed much of this work has been conducted at just a couple of 
grade levels, mainly upper elementary and some early secondary grades. However, both 
sets of standards articulate desired goals for the grade spans without this empirical base. 

Moreover, we argue that neither set of standards offers the descriptions of linguistic 
and discourse features with the degree of specificity necessary for teachers to create ELD 
curricula, or for test developers to create academic English assessments. In the CA ELD 
standards there is certainly more mention of linguistic features of English but there does 
not appear to be an empirical or reasoned tie to proficiency levels or grade spans. In the 
case of the WIDA ELP Standards the details are focused on the kinds of tasks students 
encounter in different content areas across the different grade spans, rather than on the 
details of the specific features of language, such as the progression of student knowledge 
of the derivational morphology in English that is important for expanding their academic 
vocabulary. We turn now to broader implications of the academic English construct and 
recommendations for its future role in efforts to create or revise existing state ELD/P 
standards.

Implications and recommendations

First, tied to our observation that there has been no empirical study of the content of 
ELD/P standards, all state standards are in need of validation both in terms of content as 
a reflection of authentic uses of English in the classroom, and in terms of their impact on 
student learning and teacher practices.8 Without a systematic review of the content of 
their standards, states have no way of knowing whether their standards reflect the kinds 
of English language knowledge and skills that are demanded for school success at the 
different grade levels. Careful attention to the academic English construct as it is opera-
tionalized is warranted. Standards also need validating through studies of their impact on 
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student learning to help evaluate their consequential validity (McKay, 2000). Case stud-
ies of the effects of student and teacher use of ESL standards suggest teachers who use 
standards in their instruction find that standards help them better conceptualize what 
their students should know (Cumming, 2001, cited in McKay, Coppari, Cumming, 
Graves, Lopriore, & Short, 2001). However, there has been little quantitative research of 
the validity of ELD/P standards in terms of their benefits to students and teachers (McKay 
et al., 2001). Quantitative approaches will enable researchers to statistically test hypoth-
eses about specific causal relationships between standards, instruction, and student 
learning outcomes.

Second, tied to our observation that the ELL population is heterogeneous in various 
aspects such as home language background, socioeconomic status and levels of English 
language and literacy proficiency, we believe that ELL students will benefit more from 
state-based descriptions than from nationwide ELD/P standards. As mentioned previ-
ously, the CCSSI has developed a set of new Common Core Standards for content and 
skills in ELA and mathematics, but not in ELD/P. States could still use the opportunity 
presented by CCSSI to explore the creation of a core set of ELD/P standards that they 
base on empirical research of ELD content and skills. This core can then be supple-
mented with state standards tied to the specific needs of the local ELL population. 
However, the empirical base for academic English usage and acquisition is still limited; 
detailed information about the features of academic English across all domains, grades, 
and content areas would still need to be generated before such an initiative can claim to 
have created research-based standards. 

Finally, according to the guidelines of the American Federation of Teachers (2003), 
‘Standards must be written clearly enough for all stakeholders to understand’ (p. 11). The 
reviews of two influential sets of ELD/P standards revealed that both had a high level of 
complexity in their organization. This may make them less effective for teacher and stu-
dent use alike. We therefore propose a solution that involves the creation of companion 
learning progressions (e.g. Masters & Forster, 1996). This could allow for the standards 
themselves to be streamlined and simplified while the linked learning progressions can 
take on all the necessary details and subtleties of developmental sequences, in a myriad 
of linguistic areas. Such details make the current standards documents cumbersome yet 
incomplete if they are ignored. These companion learning progressions should be based 
on empirical research of academic English development, thus calling for longitudinal 
studies in order to most accurately document the developmental sequences of academic 
English. As already mentioned, this detailed developmental information is currently 
sorely missing from our understanding of the pre-K-12 student population. Learning 
progressions for specific aspects of academic English development (e.g. development of 
co-reference in connected discourse or texts) could have the potential to powerfully aug-
ment existing standards so that students can access them for their learning needs and 
teachers for their instructional and assessment goals.

In this paper, we have detailed rationale for the adoption of state ELD/P standards and 
situated the construct of academic English within current standards initiatives. From this 
perspective, the standards of a large ELL population state and a large multi-state consor-
tium could be critiqued for coverage of authentic uses of language in school. 
Notwithstanding limitations to the research base by the scant number of empirical stud-
ies of academic English characteristics and development, recommendations were made 
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for the validation of existing standards, the creation of a new core set of standards for 
states to supplement locally, and the augmentation of a limited set of key standards with 
detailed learning progressions of academic English development. 
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Notes

1.	 We use ELD/P to capture the shift from use of the term ELD standards to ELP standards, likely 
due to the influence of content area proficiency reporting under NCLB and Annual Measurable 
Achievement Objective 2 (AMAO 2) focused on attaining English proficiency. 

2.	 Research is under way to evaluate the predictive validity of the new generation of ELD/P 
assessments that have attempted to incorporate the academic language construct (e.g. Gary 
Cook, personal communication, March 18, 2010).

3.	 Note, however, that high school level textbooks would suggest that higher math sub-disci-
plines (e.g. algebra, calculus) also make use of definitions, exemplifications, and explanations, 
and for higher science (e.g. biology, chemistry, physics), lab reports also require interpreting 
the experience not just theorizing the experience (Veronica Aguila and Cynthia Gunderson, 
Personal communication, August 28, 2009).

4.	 The ELD/P standards and accountability arena stands to be a model for the fair and valid 
assessment of young students in other content areas should states move in this direction.

5.	 California ELD standards are available online at www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/ss/documents/
englangdevstnd. pdf. The WIDA ELP Standards are at www.wida.us/standards/prek-5Standard-
sweb.pdf and www.wida.us/standards/6-12Standardsweb.pdf.

6.	 It should be noted however, that despite the ELP construct articulated as ‘social and instruc-
tional language used school settings,’ the topics selected for the MPIs of Standard 1 include 
such things as leisure activities, likes and dislikes and personal experiences that presumably 
would not preclude the use of language acquired and supported outside the school context as 
well.

7.	 In the WIDA ELP Standards, teachers have the flexibility to substitute, combine, or add ele-
ments to the strands of MPIs through ‘transformations’ which may therefore allow for this kind 
of integration.

8.	 New developments are under way at WIDA to address aspects of validity of the ELP Standards 
and other points raised here (personal communication Margo Gottlieb, October 2, 2010).

References

Abedi, J., Hofstetter, C. H., & Lord, C. (2004). Assessment accommodations for English language 
learners: Implications for policy-based empirical research. Review of Educational Research, 
74, 1–28.

American Federation of Teachers (2003). Setting strong standards. Washington, DC: Author.
Andersen, E. S. (1986). The acquisition of register variation in Anglo-American children. In B. 

B. Schieffelin & E. Ochs (Eds.), Language socialization across cultures (pp. 153–161). New 
York: Cambridge University Press.

 at Chongqing University on October 9, 2016ltj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ltj.sagepub.com/


362	 Language Testing 28(3)

Anthony, J. L., & Lonigan, C. J. (2004). The nature of phonological awareness: Converging evi-
dence from four studies of preschool and early grade school children. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 96, 43–55.

Assessment and Accountability Comprehensive Center (2009). Framework for high-quality 
English language proficiency standards and assessments. Prepared for the US Department of 
Education. San Francisco, CA: WestEd.

Bailey, A. L. (in press). Academic English. In J. Banks (Ed.) Encyclopedia of Diversity in 
Education. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Bailey, A. L. (2007). Introduction: Teaching and assessing students learning English in school. 
In A. L. Bailey (Ed.), Language demands of school: Putting academic language to the test 
(pp.1–26). New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Bailey, A. L. (2008). Assessing the language of young learners. In E. Shohamy & N. H. Hornberger 
(Eds.), Encyclopedia of language and education, Vol. 7: Language testing and assessment (pp. 
379–398). Berlin: Springer.

Bailey, A. L. (2010). Implications for assessment and instruction In M. Shatz & L. Wilkinson 
(Eds.), The education of English language learners (pp. 222–247), New York: Guilford Press.

Bailey, A. L., & Butler, F. A. (2002/3). An evidentiary framework for operationalizing academic 
language for broad application to K-12 education: A design document (CSE Tech. Rep. No. 
611). Los Angeles: University of California, National Center for Research on Evaluation, 
Standards, and Student Testing (CRESST).

Bailey, A. L., Butler, F. A., Stevens, R., & Lord, C. (2007). Further specifying the language 
demands of School. In A. L. Bailey (Ed.), Language demands of school: Putting academic 
language to the test. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Bailey, A. L., & Heritage, M. (2008). Formative assessment for literacy, grades K-6: Building 
reading and academic language skills across the curriculum. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin/
Sage Press.

Bailey, A. L., Huang, Y. D., Osipova, A., & Beauregard, S. (2010). Continuities and discontinuities 
in the academic language demands placed on young English language learners in preschool 
and kindergarten. Unpublished manuscript, UCLA.

Beck, I. L., McKeown, M. G., & Kucan, L. (2002). Bringing words to life: Robust vocabulary 
instruction. New York: Guildford Press.

Bialystok, E., Majumder, S., & Martin, M. M. (2003). Developing phonological awareness: Is 
there a bilingual advantage? Applied Psycholinguistics, 24, 27–44.

Braze, D., Tabor, W., Shankweiler, D. P., & Mencl, W. E. (2007). Speaking up for vocabulary: 
reading skill differences in young adults. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 40, 226–243.

Bunch, M. (in press). Testing English language learners under No Child Left Behind. To appear in 
Language Testing: Special Issue. 

Butler, F. A., Bailey A. L., Stevens, R., Huang, B., & Lord, C. (2004). Academic English in Fifth-
grade Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies textbooks. CSE Tech. Rep. No. 642. Los 
Angeles: University of California, National Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards, 
and Student Testing (CRESST). 

Butler, F. A., Stevens, R., & Castellon, M. (2007). ELLs and standardized assessments: the inter-
action between language proficiency and performance on standardized tests. In A. L. Bailey 
(Ed.), The language demands of school: Putting academic English to the test. New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press.

California State Board of Education. (1998). English–Language Arts Content Standards for 
California Public Schools. Sacramento, CA: California Department of Education.

California State Board of Education. (1999). English-Language Development Standards for 
California Public Schools: Kindergarten through Grade Twelve. Sacramento, CA: California 
Department of Education.

 at Chongqing University on October 9, 2016ltj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ltj.sagepub.com/


Bailey and Huang	 363

California Department of Education (2008a). California English Language Development Test 
(CELDT), 2008–09 Edition. Sacramento, CA: California Department of Education.

California Department of Education (2008b). California Preschool Learning Foundations. 
Sacramento, CA: California Department of Education.

California Department of Education Educational Demographics Unit, (2009). Statewide English 
learners by language and grade, 2007–08. Retrieved 6/29/09 from http://dq.cde.ca.gov/data-
quest/LEPbyLang1. 

Chalhoub-Deville, M., & Deville, C. (2008). Nationally mandated testing for accountability: 
English language learners in the US. In B. Spolsky and F. Hult (Eds.), The handbook of edu-
cational linguistics (pp. 510–522). Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Chamot, A. U., & O’Malley, J. M. (1994). The CALLA handbook: Implementing the cognitive 
academic language learning approach. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley. 

Common Core State Standards Initiative. (2010a). K-12 Common Core State Standards. Retrieved 
from CCSSI Website: www.corestandards.org/the-standards.

Common Core State Standards Initiative. (2010b). Application of Common Core State Standards 
for English Language Learners. Retrieved from CCSSI Website: www.nga.org/portal/site/
nga/menuitem.50aeae5ff70b817ae8ebb856a11010a0

Cummins, J. (1979). Linguistic interdependence and the educational development of bilingual 
children. Review of Educational Research, 49, 222–25l. 

Cummins, J. (1980). The construct of proficiency in bilingual children. In J. E. Alatis, (Ed.), 
Georgetown University Round Table on Languages and Linguistics: Current Issues in 
Bilingual Education, 81–103. 

Davies, F., & Green, T. (1984). Reading for learning in the sciences. London: Oliver and Boyd and 
the Schools Council.

Duncan, S. E., & De Avila, E. A. (1988). Language Assessment Scales (LAS) Reading and Writing 
Examiner’s Manual, Forms 1A and B, Forms 3A and B. Monterey, CA: CTB/McGraw-Hill.

Duncan, S. E., & De Avila, E. A. (1990). Language Assessment Scales (LAS) Reading Component, 
Forms 1A, 2A, and 3A. Monterey, CA: CTB/McGraw-Hill.

Durgunoglu, A. Y. (2002). Cross-linguistic transfer in literacy development and implications for 
language learners. Annals of Dyslexia, 52, 189–204.

Figueroa, R. (1990). Assessment of linguistic minority group children. In C. R. Reynolds & R. W. 
Kamphaus (Eds.), Handbook of psychological and educational assessment of children: intel-
ligence and achievement (pp. 671–696). New York: The Guilford Press.

Figueroa, R. A., & Hernandez, S. (2000). Testing Hispanic students in the United States: Technical 
and policy issues. Washington, DC: President’s Advisory Commission on Educational 
Excellence for Hispanic Americans.

Francis, D., Lesaux, N., & August, D. (2006). Language instruction. In D. August & T. Shanahan 
(Eds.), Developing literacy in second-language learners: Report of the National Literacy 
Panel on Language-Minority Children and Youth (pp. 365–413). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Gándara, P. (2005). Fragile futures: Risk and vulnerability among Latino high achievers. Policy 
brief. Princeton, NJ: ETS.

Gibbons, P. (1998). Classroom talk and the learning of new registers in a second language. 
Language and Education, 12(2), 99–118.

Gόmez, E. L. (2000). A history of the ESL standards for Pre-K-12 students. In M. A. Snow 
(Ed.), Implementing the ESL standards for pre-K-12 students through teacher education. 
Washington, DC: TESOL.

Gottlieb, M., Cranley, M. E., & Cammilleri, A. (2007). Understanding the WIDA English Language 
Proficiency Standards: A resource guide. Madison, WI: Board of Regents of the University of 
Wisconsin System.

 at Chongqing University on October 9, 2016ltj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ltj.sagepub.com/


364	 Language Testing 28(3)

Grabe, W. (2004). Research on teaching reading. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 24, 44–69.
Kenyon, D. M., MacGregor, D., Li, D., & Cook, H. G. (In press). Issues in vertical scaling of a 

K-12 English language proficiency test. To appear in Language Testing: Special Issue. 
Lemke, J. L. (1990). Talking science: Language, learning and values. Norwood, NJ: Ablex.
Leung, C., & Mohan, B. (2004). Teacher formative assessment and talk in classroom contexts: 

Assessment as discourse and assessment of discourse. Language Testing, 21(3), 335–359.
Lunzer, E., & Gardner, K. (1984). Learning from the written word. Oliver and Boyd and the 

Schools Council.
Martinez, J-F., Bailey, A.L., Kerr D., Huang B. H.-H., & Beauregard S. (2010). Measuring oppor-

tunity to learn and academic language exposure for English language learners in elementary 
science classrooms. Report no. 767. Los Angeles: University of California, National Center 
for Research on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing (CRESST).

Masters, G., & Foster, M. (1996). Progress maps. Melbourne Australia. The Australian Council 
for Educational Research.

Mayer, J. (2007). Policy needs: What Federal and State governments need from language research. 
In A. L. Bailey (Ed.), The language demands of school: Putting academic English to the test. 
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

McBride-Chang, C., Bialystok, E., Chong, K. K., & Li, Y. (2004). Levels of phonological aware-
ness in three cultures. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 89(2), 93–111.

McKay, P. (2000). On ESL standards for school-age learners. Language Testing, 17(2), 185–217.
McKay, P., Coppari, P., Cumming, A., Graves, K., Lopriore, L., & Short, D. (2000). Language 

standards: An international perspective, Part 2. TESOL Matters, 11(3), 1–6. 
McKay, P., Hudson, C., & Sapuppo, M. (1994). ESL Bandscales. In NLLIA ESL development: 

Language and literacy in schools project. Canberra: National Languages and Literacy Institute 
of Australia. 

Michaels, S. (1981). ‘Sharing time’: Children’s narrative styles and differential access to literacy. 
Language and Society, 10, 423–442.

Nagy, W. E. (1988). Teaching vocabulary to improve reading comprehension. Newark, DE: 
International Reading Association. 

Nation, I. S. P. (2001). Learning vocabulary in another language. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge.

National Alliance of Business (1995). Challenge of change: Standards to make education work for 
all our children. Washington, DC: Business Coalition for Education Reform.

The National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition & Language Instruction Educational 
Programs (NCELA) (2006). The growing numbers of limited English proficient students: 
1995/96–2005/06. Retrieved from www.ncela.gwu.edu/files/uploads/4/GrowingLEP_0506.pdf.

No Child Left Behind (2001). No Child Left Behind. Title III: Language instruction for limited 
English proficient and immigrant students. 107th Congress, 1st Session, December 13, 2001. 
(Printed version prepared by the National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education.) Washington, 
DC: George Washington University, National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education. 

Peterson, C., & McCabe, A. (1983). Developmental psycholinguistics: Three ways of looking at a 
child’s narrative. New York: Plenum.

RAND Reading Study Group. (2002). Reading for understanding: Toward a research and develop-
ment program in reading comprehension. Prepared for the Office of Educational Research and 
Improvement (OERI), U.S. Department of Education. Santa Monica, CA: RAND Education. 

Scarcella, R. (2003). Academic English: A conceptual framework (Tech. Rep. No. 2003-1). Santa 
Barbara, CA: University of California Linguistic Minority Research Institute.

Scarcella, R., & Zimmerman, C. (1998). Academic words and gender: ESL student performance 
on a test of academic lexicon. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 20, 27–49.

 at Chongqing University on October 9, 2016ltj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ltj.sagepub.com/


Bailey and Huang	 365

Schleppegrell, M. (2001). Linguistic features of the language of schooling. Linguistics and 
Education, 12(4), 431–459.

Schleppegrell, M. J. (2004). The language of schooling: A functional linguistics perspective. 
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Scott, J. A., & Nagy, W. E. (2004). Developing word consciousness. In J. F. Baumann & E. J. 
Kame’enui (Eds.), Vocabulary instruction: Research to practice (pp. 201–217). New York: 
The Guilford Press. 

Short, D. (1994). Expanding middle school horizons: Integrating language, culture, and social 
studies. TESOL Quarterly, 28, 581–608. 

Short, D. J. (2000). The ESL standards: Bridging the academic gap for English language learn-
ers. Washington, DC: ERIC Clearinghouse on Languages and Linguistics. (ERIC Document 
Reproduction Service No. ED447728).

Silliman, E. R., Wilkinson, L. C., & Brea-Spahn, M. R. (2004). Policy, practice imperatives 
for language and literacy learning: Who will be left behind? (pp. 97–129). In C. A. Stone, 
E. R. Silliman, B. J. Ehren, & K. Apel (Eds.), The Handbook of Language and Literacy: 
Development and Disorders. London: Guilford Press.

Snow, C. E., Burns, M. S., & Griffin, P. (Eds.). (1998). Preventing reading difficulties in young 
children. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.

Spanos, G., Rhodes, N. C., Dale, T. C., & Crandall, J. (1988). Linguistic features of mathematical 
problem solving: Insights and applications. In R. Cocking & J. Mestre (Eds.), Linguistic and 
cultural influences on learning mathematics (pp. 221–240). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages (1997). ESL Standards for Pre-K-12 Students. 
Alexandria, VA: Author.

Webb, N. L. (1997). Criteria for alignment of expectations and assessments in mathematics and 
science education (Council of Chief State School Officers and National Institute for Science 
Education). Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin, Wisconsin Center for Education Research.

WIDA Consortium (2004). WIDA English Language Proficiency Standards. Madison, WI: State 
of Wisconsin.

WIDA Consortium (2007). English Language Proficiency Standards for English Language 
Learners in Pre-Kindergarten through Grade 12. 2007 edition. Madison, WI: Board of 
Regents of the University of Wisconsin System.

Wixson, K. K., Dutro, E., & Athan, R. G. (2003). The challenge of developing content standards. 
Review of Research in Education, 27, 69–107.

 at Chongqing University on October 9, 2016ltj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ltj.sagepub.com/



