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ABSTRACT 

 

The construct of academic language—while of great interest, in part, because of 

recently adopted or revised content and English-language development (ELD) standards 

that explicitly focus on academic language—and its role in the academic success of all 

students, including young learners and English learners (ELs), is far from clearly 

understood. Nowhere is the issue of the construct of academic language more contested 

than in the locus where many students are formally introduced to schooling in the United 

States; that is, in kindergarten classrooms. Kindergarten is many students’ formal 

introduction to public education in the United States, and this includes ELs, who 

represent a growing percentage of students in U.S. schools. Indeed, about 16% of 

kindergarteners in the country are classified as ELs (U.S. Department of Education, 

2019a). Beginning at the kindergarten level, academic language is a primary focus of 

College and Career Readiness (CCR) standards, such as the Common Core State 

Standards (CCSS), which require students to engage in cognitively and linguistically 

complex academic practices (van Lier & Walqui, 2012). Similarly, ELD standards in the 

U.S. have recently been written anew or revised to correspond to the ambitious CCR 

standards, and, therefore, English language proficiency (ELP) expectations inherent in 

the ELD standards have become more rigorous as well. A hallmark of both ELD 

standards and CCR standards is a predominant focus on academic language. Yet 

consensus is lacking on what academic language is, exactly, and how it is operationalized 

in classrooms; some researchers argue that the construct of academic language may not 

even exist as it is currently conceptualized (e.g., Bunch, 2014; Gutiérrez et al., 2011; 
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Valdés, 2004). In this study, I provide a description of classroom language usage in 

formal literacy contexts in kindergarten, inclusive of ELs, through a qualitative analysis 

of language use at the lexical, syntactic, and discoursal levels in academic literacy events. 

Additionally, I investigate whether students’ degree of exposure to academic language in 

kindergarten, language status, prior exposure to formal classroom contexts, gender, and 

age are related to academic language proficiency at the end of one academic year and 

when controlling for beginning-of-year academic language knowledge.  

Qualitative analyses illustrated that, while classroom discourse contained a relatively 

small percentage of lexically and syntactically complex language, students were exposed 

to a wide range of language during formal literacy events, from high-frequency to low-

frequency (sophisticated) words, and from syntactically simple to complex utterances, 

across a variety of language functions aligned with the state’s literacy standards, both 

within and across classrooms. Greater amounts of sophisticated words and syntactically 

complex structures were present during shared reading activities specifically and, to a 

lesser degree, during foundational literacy activities. Exemplars from qualitative analyses 

illustrated that common, high-frequency words and simple syntactic structures were, at 

times, employed to present and discuss academic language and concepts and also 

employed, at times, as an instructional support for some ELs. Lessons that featured 

language functions related to the reading strand of the literacy standards and, to a lesser 

degree, the foundational literacy skills strand, afforded opportunities for sophisticated 

vocabulary and complex syntax. At this formative grade, then, the use of common, high-

frequency words and simple syntax in service of teaching academic vocabulary and 
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academic concepts during shared reading and other literacy activities was characteristic 

of the classrooms observed.  

Quantitative analyses indicated a significant relationship between academic language 

proficiency, as measured by a standardized language proficiency assessment, and 

language status, gender, and academic language exposure. However, when controlling for 

students’ beginning-of-year academic language proficiency (operationalized as their 

pretest scores), the relationship between academic language proficiency and academic 

language exposure in the classroom was no longer significant. In consideration of both 

qualitative and quantitative results, then, minimal exposure to academic language may 

not be sufficient to promote academic language proficiency. I recommend that literacy 

instruction could be enhanced to maximize exposure to and productive use of 

sophisticated words and syntactically complex language, as appropriate for kindergarten 

ELs and EOs, and in consideration of their developing language proficiency. Findings 

contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the language used in academic 

literacy contexts as instantiated in kindergarten classrooms, and begin to explore under 

what linguistic conditions all students, ELs and EOs, can more readily develop academic 

language proficiency in the earliest of elementary grades. 
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CHAPTER 1  INTRODUCTION 

 Beginning in kindergarten, the first year of formal schooling for many students, 

College and Career Readiness (CCR) standards, such as the Common Core State 

Standards (CCSS), require students, both English learners1 (ELs) and English only 

students (EOs), to engage in cognitively and linguistically complex academic practices in 

order to help ensure they achieve success academically and are prepared professionally 

(van Lier & Walqui, 2012). Starting with kindergarten, such standards for English 

language arts (ELA), specifically, set rigorous expectations for academic language and 

literacy, in that all students are required to "read and comprehend complex literary and 

informational texts independently and proficiently" (Common Core Standards Initiative, 

2010, p. 10). To meet academic expectations set by these more rigorous ELA standards, 

students must demonstrate proficiency in a wide range of literacy and linguistic practices: 

be able to read, interpret, and analyze literary and informational texts; interpret words and 

phrases used in texts, including multiple-meaning and disciple-specific vocabulary; 

                                                 

1 The term emergent bilingual has been proposed as an alternative to English learner to avoid the 

reductionist assumption implicit in the latter. By focusing on a specific language, the term “English 

learner” dismisses languages other than English that students have acquired and/or are developing, and it 

also positions English as the sole legitimate language (García, Kliefgen, & Falchi, 2008). While I agree that 

emergent bilingual is a more equitable and accurate term, it remains the case that English learner is the 

terminology most frequently used in K–12 educational contexts and is the term included for this population 

in the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015). Therefore, the initialism for English leaner, EL, will be the term 

included in this dissertation. 
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compose a variety of text types for different audiences; conduct research using 

information from multiple sources; contribute to multiple-exchange discussions related to 

grade-level topics and texts; and ensure appropriate register use in speech and writing 

across a variety of social and academic contexts (New Jersey Student Learning Standards 

for ELA [NJSLS-ELA], 2017). Additionally, these rigorous expectations are integrated 

across four domains: reading, writing, speaking and listening, and language. To be 

considered proficient, for example, students must be able to write and speak about what 

they read, and be able to present findings orally and in writing on research they have 

conducted (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2020). The high cognitive and 

linguistic expectations of the standards are intended for both English only (EO) students 

as well as their EL peers, to ensure every student is afforded the opportunity to be college 

and career ready (Council of Chief State School Officers. 2012). Such standards that 

explicitly emphasize academic content and academic language skills represent a major 

shift in instructional practices and requires practitioners to clearly understand what 

academic language is in order to ensure it is effectively and equitably taught to students, 

both ELs and EOs, beginning with the first year of formal schooling, in kindergarten.  

Academic language is also a primary focus of recently revised and/or adopted 

English-language development (ELD) standards (e.g., California ELD Standards, 2012; 

ELPA21 ELP Standards, 2014; WIDA ELD Standards, 2012) that correspond to CCSS 



3 

 

and other CCR standards. The “amplification2” of the WIDA ELD Standards (2012), 

adopted in New Jersey as well as in 39 other states, represent the social, instructional, and 

academic language proficiency expectations across the academic disciplines of ELA, 

math, science, and social studies as well as across the four language domains of listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing. These standards were amplified or enhanced expressly for 

the purpose of “improving how WIDA illustrates academic language within its standards 

framework, especially considering the wide impact of the Common Core State Standards 

on curriculum, instruction, and assessment” (WIDA ELD Standards, 2012, p. 121). 

Following the WIDA framework, academic language across these disciplines and 

domains is comprised of three levels, or “dimensions” (WIDA ELD Standards, 2012, pp. 

4-5): word/phrase, sentence, and discourse. At the word/phrase dimension, students are 

expected to understand and use general and technical terms, multiple-meaning terms, 

nuances and shades of meaning in vocabulary, and collocations and idioms. At the 

sentence dimension, students must have a command of English language grammar and 

conventions. At the discourse dimension, students must master linguistic complexity, 

coherence, and organization in both oral and written texts, as appropriate to the topic and 

audience.  

It is evident that expectations for ELs are at least doubly demanding, in that they must 

simultaneously develop academic content knowledge and academic language skills 

                                                 

2 The term “amplification” is used by the WIDA consortium to define the enhancements made to the 

previous version of the WIDA ELD Standards so that the standards would more clearly and closely 

correspond to CCSS and other CCR standards.  
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through their second language (Bailey & Heritage, 2014). For young ELs, such high 

expectations are especially complicated in that these students are building and processing 

content-area knowledge in a language in which they are still developing. In particular, 

ELs in kindergarten are learning to decode in a language in which they are still 

developing oral proficiency (Valdés et al., 2011). To further complicate matters, the 

construct of academic language has not been clearly nor systematically defined (Anstrom 

et al., 2010; DiCerbo et al., 2014; Valdés, 2004), especially in kindergarten classrooms, 

making it a difficult construct for teachers of young ELs and EOs to operationalize and 

address in their instruction. If it is unclear exactly what constitutes academic language, 

then educators may not be able to successfully create educational contexts in which 

students can use their full linguistic repertoires to simultaneously acquire that language 

and understand academic content. The features of academic language and the linguistic 

resources students use to acquire it thereby remain implicit, if not unconscious, for 

teachers and students alike, and the language features specific to academic contexts may 

remain inaccessible to ELs, especially (DiCerbo et al., 2014). An additional confounding 

factor is that general education teachers may be unfamiliar with foundational concepts 

and best practices in second language development and have limited opportunities to 

collaborate with their bilingual and ESL counterparts, which may be consequential to 

ELs’ successful acquisition of academic language in mainstream classrooms (Bunch, 

2013; Valdés, 2004). With little to no teacher preparation for educating ELs, specifically, 

mainstream teachers are ill-equipped to ensure the academic success for this growing 

population. The explicit call in the CCSS to share responsibility in developing students’ 

language and literacy across all educator categories (i.e., among content-area teachers and 
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among mainstream, ESL, and bilingual teachers) has prompted educational researchers to 

recommend teacher preparation programs include development of pedagogical language 

knowledge (Bunch, 2013), including sociocultural approaches to language development, 

so that ELs’ linguistic repertoires can be capitalized on and expanded (Bunch, 2013; 

Valdés et al., 2005). Without such teacher preparation, success in academic contexts for 

ELs may, therefore, be more difficult to achieve under current educational conditions. 

Considering the substantial and increasing number of young ELs (García & Frede, 2010) 

in elementary classrooms and the rigorous requirements of CCSS and corresponding 

ELD standards, it is critical that the "language of schooling" (Schleppegrell, 2004, p. 1) 

be demystified, starting at kindergarten, for all stakeholders: educators, students, and the 

research community. 

 Educational researchers and practitioners have begun critical work in documenting 

and analyzing academic language features in educational contexts—that is, within 

specific grades, K–12; within specific disciplines, such as ELA, math, and science; and 

within specific modalities of listening, speaking, reading, or writing. However, only 

limited research is available on such contexts for students in kindergarten, especially, 

where one of the largest number of ELs are represented (U.S. Department of Education, 

2019b). A small number of conceptual frameworks for interpreting and operationalizing 

academic language have recently been proposed to assist researchers and practitioners in 

documenting and analyzing academic language, most notably by Bailey and Butler 

(2003), Bailey (2007), and Snow and Uccelli (2009). Bailey (2007) and Bailey and Butler 

(2003) define a framework for describing academic language following lexical, syntactic, 

and discoursal dimensions; such a framework informed their analysis of academic 
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language use in upper elementary classrooms and provided an initial understanding of 

how academic language may be realized in an academic language assessment context for 

EOs and ELs in the upper grades. Snow and Uccelli (2009) provide a complementary, but 

broader, framework for understanding academic language through a sociocultural, 

pragmatics-based approach that emphasizes how lexical, syntactic, and discoursal 

features are realized based on specific academic contexts and the linguistic repertoires of 

those engaging in academic uses of language in those contexts. A recent study by Barr et 

al. (2019) investigates the validity of cross-disciplinary core academic language skills 

(CALS) assessment for middle-school students, designed with respect to that pragmatics-

based framework: “We designed the CALS construct with the aim of identifying for 

educators and researchers the word-, sentence-, and discourse-level skills needed by 

students to participate successfully in the language-mediated learning activities of middle 

school across content areas” (p. 980). WIDA (2012), similarly, has categorized academic 

language following the three dimensions, word/phrase, sentence, and discourse, for all 

grades, K–12, and in consideration of the four language domains across academic 

disciplines. And, while the WIDA standards provide grade-level English language 

proficiency descriptors that describe what students at various levels of English language 

proficiency can do with language, the WIDA standards do not explain how these 

expectations should be addressed in classrooms.  

Still other research has applied aspects of such frameworks, to varying degrees, to 

describing academic language features, but has primarily focused on academic language 

in upper elementary (e.g., grades 3 and up) and secondary settings, where standardized 

content-area assessments are mandated and administered, and students experience greater 
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discipline-specific instruction (refer to section 2.4 for a review of current research on 

academic language). Indeed, a recent comprehensive review of the literature on academic 

English (DiCerbo et al., 2014) discusses research related to academic language that was 

conducted almost exclusively in middle- and high-school classrooms but found very little 

research that was explicitly focused on early elementary classrooms. A rich, detailed 

picture of academic language in kindergarten, one that provides instantiations of language 

usage at lexical, syntactic, and discoursal levels inherent in those classrooms, is necessary 

in order to help define and exemplify academic language use and development in today’s 

standards-based, content-and-language integrated classrooms for our youngest learners.  

 In order to address this gap in the research, this exploratory, longitudinal, mixed-

methods study of academic discourse in diverse kindergarten classrooms offers empirical 

evidence on how the construct of academic language is operationalized in such an 

educational setting. The study focuses deliberately on academic uses of language in 

formal literacy contexts for two reasons: (1) CCSS and other CCR standards for ELA 

emphasize the development of academic language proficiency within ELA and across 

other disciplines (van Lier & Walqui, 2012), and (2) literacy instruction is prioritized in 

early elementary classrooms, as that literacy skills provide a foundation for students’ 

overall academic achievement (Snow et al., 1998). The study employs qualitative 

methods to analyze language usage in academic literacy tasks at the lexical, syntactic, 

and discoursal levels and the linguistic resources drawn upon by all members of the 

classroom community to meet those demands in such educational contexts. Additionally, 

the study employs quantitative analyses that provide insight into how academic language 

proficiency (as measured by a researcher-developed language and literacy assessment as 
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well as a norm-referenced, standardized language assessment) at the end of the academic 

year relates to students’ language status (EL or EO), prior exposure to formal classroom 

contexts (i.e., preschool experience), degree of exposure to academic language 

(percentage of lexically and syntactically complex language in classroom discourse), 

gender, and age, and when controlling for pretest scores.  
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CHAPTER 2  LITERATURE REVIEW 

 In order to provide a comprehensive review of influential and important 

conceptualizations of academic language, this literature review covers four areas: (1) 

foundational work by Cummins (1979, 2008) on social and academic language as 

separate categories; (2) widely used terms and definitions related to academic language; 

(3) preliminary frameworks for operationalizing academic language; and (4) current 

research on academic language that expands on and reconceptualizes the social/academic 

language dichotomy. 

2.1 Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills and Cognitive Academic Language 

Proficiency 

More than forty years ago in his seminal work, Cummins (1979) theorized a 

distinction between the development of social and academic language, noting a difference 

in the linguistic demands and language acquisition rates between Basic Interpersonal 

Communication Skills (BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). 

BICS, according to Cummins (2008), refers to highly contextualized, cognitively 

undemanding, everyday conversational English language proficiency. CALP, alternately, 

is the academic language proficiency that is required to effectively comprehend and use 

discourses that are presented in context-reduced (i.e., a context in which the student has 

access to no or very limited visual, oral, paralinguistic, or non-verbal cues and must rely 

on language itself to make meaning) and cognitively demanding (e.g., advanced literacy 

skills, discipline-specific or specialized vocabulary) situations, such as formal classroom 

interactions (Cummins, 2008). Cummins notes that while BICS proficiency is acquired 
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by ELs in typical social contexts within two years on average, CALP is acquired in 

school-specific contexts in five to seven years, on average, and is needed for academic 

achievement and success (see also Collier & Thomas, 1989). Because BICS is acquired 

more quickly and more readily, ELs may appear, on the surface, to be able to 

communicate proficiently in English after just a few years in English-medium 

classrooms. However, Cummins suggests, proficiency in BICS may be misinterpreted as 

overall language proficiency, and result in the inappropriate reduction or removal of 

language support services. For example, prior to the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 

2002), many standardized ELP assessments used as a measure toward reclassification 

from EL to fluent English proficient focused predominately on social language 

proficiency, were not aligned to ELP standards, and did not correspond to academic 

content standards (Abedi, 2007; Bailey & Butler, 2003). Bailey and Butler (2003) 

concluded: “A student could perform well on such a language test and not have the 

necessary language skills for academic tasks” (p. 3). Based on the results of these tests, 

students were redesignated as fluent English proficient with inadequate consideration of 

the academic language proficiency needed in order to succeed in English-medium 

classrooms. Inappropriate withdrawal of language support services, then, could 

negatively impact these students’ academic careers (Abedi, 2007, 2008). 

Cummins’ theoretical work has been hugely influential in English language 

development in K–12 and post-secondary education and has also served as a precursor to 

more contemporary views of academic language (Valdés, 2004). And while the 

BICS/CALP dichotomy has been critiqued as overly simplistic (Scarcella, 2003; Valdés, 

2004) the concept of BICS/CALP continues to exemplify a major approach to the 
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teaching of academic language in pre-service educational programs (Bunch, 2013).  No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2001), under Title III, required ELs to make annual yearly 

progress as demonstrated by standardized assessments of both content and English 

language proficiency. With the reauthorization of NCLB as the Every Student Succeeds 

Acts (2015), along with the advent of CCR standards and corresponding ELD standards, 

there has been renewed interest in the construct of academic language and how it relates 

to the instruction and assessment of ELs (Bailey & Huang, 2011; Di Cerbo et al., 2014). 

In the current era of post-standards reform, where teachers must align their instruction 

and assessment to the rigorous standards, all K–12 students, EL and EO, are required to 

engage in cognitively and linguistically complex academic practices following those 

standards. Research, therefore, is needed to investigate the academic uses of language 

following a more comprehensive and substantive framework than initially conceptualized 

via the BICS/CALP distinction.  

2.2 Terms and Definitions Related to Academic Language 

The definition and operationalization of academic language, however, remains 

imprecise in that only a modest amount of empirical research has been conducted in an 

effort to define and operationalize the construct (Bailey & Huang, 2011). Confounding 

the issue is that research focusing on academic language, is found across different 

contexts—e.g., mainstream English, English as a Second Language (ESL) for adults, K–

12 ESL, and bilingual education—which contributes to a lack of coherence in defining 

academic language (Valdés, 2004). At the broadest level, academic language has been 

defined as the language that students need to comprehend and produce in order to 
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communicate effectively in classroom contexts. Schleppegrell (2004) refers to academic 

language as the “language of schooling;” others use the term “academic English” (e.g., 

Anstrom et al., 2010; Bailey & Huang, 2011, Scarcella, 2003), and still others define 

academic language by contrasting it with everyday or informal language used outside of 

school settings (Bailey & Butler, 2003). Table 1 provides an overview of the variety of 

terms in use related to academic language and their definitions.  

Table 1: List of Terms and Basic Definitions Related to Academic Language 

Term Definition Author(s) (Year) 
Cognitive 
Academic 
Language 

Proficiency 
(CALP) 

students' ability to understand and express, in 
both oral and written modes, concepts and ideas 
that are relevant to success in school 

Cummins (1979, 2008) 

language of 
schooling 

school-based registers as defined by their 
lexical and grammatical features 

Schleppegrell (2001) 

academic language language that stands in contrast to the 
everyday informal speech that students use 
outside the classroom environment 

Bailey & Butler (2003) 

Academic English variety or a register of English used in 
professional books and characterized by the 
specific linguistic features associated with 
academic disciplines; includes many diverse sub-
registers associated with different disciplines  

Scarcella (2003) 

curriculum-content 
language 

language used in the process of teaching and 
learning content material 

Bailey & Heritage 
(2008) 

school-
navigational 

language 

language used to communicate with teachers 
and peers in the school setting in a very broad 
sense 

Bailey & Heritage 
(2008) 

academic discourse particular cultural practices and particular 
ways of using language; a means of learning and 
of representing what one has learned 

Moje (2008) 

academic language set of linguistic registers that construe 
multiple and complex meanings at all levels and 
in all subjects of schooling 

Schleppegrell (2009, 
2012) 

Academic English language used in academic settings and for 
academic purposes; synonymous with academic 
language 

Anstrom et al. (2010) 

Academic English 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 

Bailey & Huang (2011) 

academic language the oral and written text required to succeed 
in school that entails deep understanding and 
communication of the language of content within 
a classroom environment 

WIDA (2012) 
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Table 1, continued 

Discourses ways of behaving, interacting, valuing, 
thinking, believing, speaking and, often, reading 
and writing that are accepted as instantiations of 
particular identities by specific groups 

Gee (2015) 

core academic-
language skills 

(CALS) 

constellation of the high-utility language 
skills that correspond to linguistic features that 
are prevalent in academic discourse across school 
content areas and infrequent in colloquial 
conversations 

Uccelli et al. (2015) 

 

Across these definitions, certain characteristics of academic language emerge, 

specific to contexts (school, grade level, classroom), modalities (oral, written), and 

features (lexical, grammatical, and/or discoursal levels). In some of these definitions, 

academic language is contrasted with social language; in others, it may be defined as its 

own register, that is, a specific variety of language with features that “vary according to 

the context, the groups of users and purpose of the communication” (WIDA, 2012, p. 

113). Still other researchers have called for a more nuanced approach to understanding 

the language used in academic settings, one that includes an analysis of linguistic features 

(e.g., lexical, grammatical, discoursal complexity), along with a more comprehensive 

analysis and understanding of academic language as a situated practice, i.e., “locally 

occasioned talk or text above the sentence level” (Heller & Morek, 2015, p. 175), where a 

variety of language resources may be applied by learners in acquiring academic 

knowledge (Bunch, 2014; Gutiérrez, 2008; Gutiérrez et al., 2011). That is, in order to 

develop a comprehensive understanding of academic language, it is necessary to consider 

linguistic features (lexical, syntactic, discoursal) and contextual factors (the specific 

academic context and how teachers and students engage with and attend to that context).  

In a similar vein, Bailey (2007) contends, “it is not meaningful to conceive of 

language as either social or academic, rather it is the situation that is either predominately 
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social or academic,” adding that language used in academic contexts are more likely to be 

comprised of “complex grammatical structures, specialized vocabulary, and uncommon 

language functions” (p. 9). Hence, both the academic context and linguistic features must 

be considered in describing and analyzing academic uses of language. 

Valdés (2004), in a theoretical article, calls for a more comprehensive understanding 

of academic language in consideration of EL students across educational spheres (e.g., 

K–12 ESL, K–12 mainstream English education, bilingual education, post-secondary 

teaching of English to students of other languages). She argues that the dichotomous view 

of language—contextualized (everyday/BICS) versus decontextualized 

(academic/CALP)—is too narrow and overly simplistic; the contextualized/ 

decontextualized and cognitively undemanding/demanding distinctions associated with 

Cummins’s notion of BICS and CALP do not fully capture the construct of academic 

discourse as conceptualized across various academic communities (e.g., second language 

acquisition, sociolinguistics, bilingualism, education, literacy) and professional 

organizations and practitioners (e.g., TESOL; elementary-level educators, secondary-

level educators, college-level professors, bilingual education professionals). Instead, 

Valdés argues that educators should ensure student are made aware of and participate in 

the dialogic (Bakhtin, 1981), intertextual nature of discourse in schools so that students 

can fully develop their academic language proficiency. That is, language learners should 

be encouraged to explore and become proficient in and with multiple speech genres, 

communities, and discourses, and move among these fluidly:  

[W]hat is important from the perspective of Bakhtinian theory is that 
teachers command a variety of speech genres as members of various larger 
communication spheres. They must see their job as helping to acquaint 
their students with the ‘authoritative utterances that set the tone—artistic, 
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scientific, and journalistic works…which are cited, imitated, and 
followed’ (Bakhtin [1986], 1990 in Valdés, 2004, p. 124).  

 

Valdés, however, does not provide a conceptual framework for developing a common 

understanding of academic language across academic communities and how academic 

language should be operationalized in educational contexts.  

While Valdés argues that participation in various discourse communities allows ELs 

to appropriate and internalize the necessary conventions and discourses of those 

communities and thereby achieve academic success, it is not clear how teachers can 

design educational contexts to ensure their students are exposed to and engage in multiple 

and varied academic discourses. Valdés argues that it is the many and varied discourses 

used within academic contexts that ELs need exposure to and be able to productively 

engage in, not merely what has been defined as CALP. Such discourses, for example, 

may include conversational language; interactive talk between teachers and students and 

among peers where dysfluencies are typical and expected; and other languages and 

dialects spoken by those in the classroom community (Bunch, 2014). Additionally, a 

shared understanding of the construct of academic language is necessary in order for a 

unified approach to its instruction and assessment be undertaken. Valdés duly notes that 

what constitutes academic language varies by professional perspective (though within-

profession perspectives may, of course, be variable as well); for example, mainstream 

teachers of English language arts at the elementary level often focus on written academic 

English as “involving a particular reading of the world, a way of thinking and of 

presenting oneself and one’s thinking to other members of the same discourse 

community,” and following specific standards of grammar and mechanics (p. 108). 
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 ESL teachers in elementary schools may have a somewhat different stance toward 

academic language, one that focuses on the English language needed for academic 

success in English-medium classrooms across all four language domains (i.e., listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing); in other words, academic language is considered the 

“English used to interact in the classroom” as well as the “English used to obtain, 

process, construct, and provide subject matter information in spoken and written form” 

(Valdés, p. 111). Bilingual education professionals, notes Valdés, have “focused almost 

exclusively on the development of what has been called Cognitive Academic Language 

Proficiency or CALP, which is considered to be fundamentally different from BICS” (p. 

111); such teacher are likely to consider academic language from the CALP/BICS lens, 

where students who are proficient in academic English are able to interactively engage in 

cognitively demanding and context reduced language use. Of note is the difference in 

perspective of mainstream English teachers, whose focus is often written language, and 

of ESL and bilingual teachers, whose focus in on both spoken and written language, i.e., 

receptive and expressive communication. According to Valdés, the different perspectives 

on academic language stems from the lack of collaboration and intellectual exchange 

among the different professional groups of educators. Bunch (2013) adds that mainstream 

teachers are not likely to receive pre-service preparation or ongoing professional 

development focused on working with ELs nor on pedagogical language knowledge 

specifically (as opposed to content knowledge). Without such preparation, mainstream 

teachers may lack pertinent knowledge of second language acquisition and, thereby, have 

a more limited understanding of academic language, one that focuses on written English 

alone instead of  a perspective that takes into account the need for students to actively 
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engage with academic language both receptively (listening, reading) and productively 

(speaking, writing) in classroom contexts (i.e., with their teachers and peers). 

As opposed to Valdés, who encourages a more expansive understanding of academic 

discourse, Bailey and Heritage (2008) provide a more modest reconceptualization of the 

social/academic language dichotomy for K–12 students into three distinct language 

contexts: social, curriculum-content, and school-navigational. For Bailey and Heritage, 

social language is akin to everyday conversational language, which, unlike BICS as 

defined by Cummins, can be cognitively demanding and decontextualized. Curriculum-

content language involves the language essential to understanding and communicating 

across academic content areas as well as discipline-specific discourse required for 

academic achievement. School-navigational language is the language needed to 

communicate, in a broad sense, with other students and educators during instructional and 

non-instructional time about, e.g., classroom management and organization. Bailey and 

Heritage (2008) argue that each of these contexts features differences in language at the 

word, sentence, and discourse level.  

Like Bailey and Heritage, Scarcella (2008) also suggests the language of schooling 

includes school-navigational contexts but contends that school-aged bilinguals are also 

learning and using foundational knowledge of English and academic English language. 

All of these types of school-based language, Scarcella posits, need to be taught explicitly 

to ELs in order for them to succeed in academic contexts. In other words, ELs—students 

who are in the process of developing English language proficiency—must be made aware 

of the differences in register, genre, lexicon, grammatical structures of the school-based 

language in order to succeed academically. Scarcella (2003) notes that teachers are often 
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unaware of the expectations they implicitly have regarding the structure of student talk, 

especially for young learners. Because ELs are not likely to have an implicit awareness of 

differences in linguistic features of discourses in English-medium school settings—and 

may not be taught about those differences in the classroom—they could be limited in 

their ability to acquire those discourses. Scarcella (2003) provides a conceptual 

framework for understanding and teaching academic language on various dimensions: 

linguistic (i.e., phonological, grammatical, lexical, sociolinguistic, and discourse), 

cognitive (i.e., knowledge, higher order thinking, and cognitive and metalinguistic 

strategies), and sociocultural/psychological (i.e., norms, values, beliefs, attitudes, 

motivations, interests, behaviors, practices, and habits). She contends that such a 

framework moves beyond the binary BICS/CALP distinction where academic language is 

either acquired or not, and, instead, posits “academic English includes multiple, dynamic, 

inter-related competencies” (p. 7). Still, the framework does distinguish social from 

academic language. Additionally, Scarcella rejects the argument for a reconceptualization 

of academic language as “multiple literacies” (p. 7), which, she claims, assumes 

academic language cannot be explicitly taught because of its dynamic, ever-evolving, and 

heteroglossic nature. A multiple literacies framework posits that language that is diverse, 

dynamic, and ever-changing cannot be well characterized or described; any inventory of 

linguistic features would be temporary and insufficient, and marginalizes non-standard 

forms of English (Scarcella, 2003, p. 5). While Valdés (2004) questions the effectiveness 

of teaching academic language as traditionally conceptualized in “self-contained, 

hermetic universes of ELL classrooms” (p. 123), she also recognizes that teachers can 

effectively create school settings in which ELs can fully participate and engage in 
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multiple, dynamic literacies. For example, teachers can use and model varieties of oral 

and written academic language—in English and in students’ home language(s), to the 

extent possible—in school contexts, and provide opportunities for students to engage in 

academic discourse with other students, teachers, and wider communities (pp. 123-125).  

Similar to Scarcella (2003, 2008), Bailey and Huang (2011) have defined academic 

English 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" (p. 343). The researchers note, however, that this definition is based on 

the limited empirical research published in this area and emphasize the need for studies 

that characterize linguistic and discoursal features of academic language so that 

distinctions in academic language expectations by grade, content area, and proficiency 

level are clearly documented (p. 350). In their review of earlier iterations of two sets of 

English-language development standards (California ELD Standards, 1999; WIDA ELP 

Standards, 2007), the authors find few explicit references to academic language 

expectations and its word-, sentence- and discourse-level features in the 1999 California 

ELD Standards. And, while the WIDA ELP Standards, written following the No Child 

Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2001), do focus on content-area-specific language targets (i.e., 

English language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies), there is a lack of 

articulation of what the word-, sentence-, and discourse-level language expectations are 

for each grade and language proficiency level based on their study. Such an articulation, 

Bailey and Huang argue, is necessary for educators to develop curricula for ELs that 

align with language demands of school and academic expectations. In order for standards 

to articulate these realistic, authentic, and grade-appropriate language expectations, 
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Bailey and Huang contend that additional empirical studies that investigate the 

operationalization of academic English usage for all domains, content areas, and grades 

(pp. 359-360) are very much needed. And, with English-language proficiency 

assessments required of ELs starting in kindergarten, the authors note that empirical 

evidence of the academic language construct at this grade is necessary: “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 very 

young age and characterize the language demands encountered from the very first days of 

formal schooling” (p. 354). It is, therefore, essential that research be conducted to provide 

empirical evidence of academic language demands placed on learners for each grade and 

discipline; such information is critical to ensuring standards reflect authentic academic 

uses of language in K–12 educational contexts (p. 359).  

2.3 Initial Attempts to Operationalize Academic Language in K–12 Educational 

Contexts 

NCLB (2001) and its reauthorization as the Every Student Succeeds Acts (2015) has 

prompted an era of educational reform and precipitated the development of content 

standards that require students to engage in cognitively and linguistically complex 

academic practices. The development of students’ academic language skills, therefore, 

has become of critical concern. A small number of conceptual frameworks for 

interpreting and operationalizing academic language in K–12 settings have recently been 

proposed to assist researchers and practitioners in documenting and analyzing academic 
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uses of language in school contexts, most notably by Bailey and Butler (2003), Bailey 

(2007), and Snow and Uccelli (2009).  

Bailey and Butler (2003) present an evidence-based framework for understanding 

academic language in K–12 educational contexts that captures the linguistic features of 

vocabulary, syntax, and discourse as well as linguistic demands assumed by stakeholders 

(p. 5), as evidenced in content and ELD standards. They provide an exemplar of the 

application of the framework, in which an analysis of (1) lexical and syntactic features of 

fifth-grade science textbooks and classroom discourse and (2) language functions as 

instantiated in grade-level standards (e.g., listen to, comprehend, and produce an 

explanation) informs test specifications. Language functions are “the purpose for which 

oral or written communication is being used; language functions guide the choices in 

language use and structure as well as the social relationships being established” (p. 112, 

WIDA, 2014). The exemplar provides a suggested mean sentence length and percentage 

of syntactically complex sentences to be reflected in academic language task types for the 

grade; it also provides the prompt and response attributes for the academic language task 

type using the standards-based language functions. This integrated approach, one that 

considers language features and language demands as they are instantiated in K–12 

classrooms within and across disciplines, allows for a consistent means of describing 

academic language as encountered by students in a wide range educational contexts, 

across grades and content areas.  

Snow and Uccelli (2009) developed a broader framework for understanding academic 

language through a sociocultural, pragmatics-based approach that emphasizes how 

lexical, syntactic, and discoursal features are realized based on specific academic 
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contexts and the linguistic repertoires of those engaging in academic uses of language. In 

their framework, the communicative goals of the specific academic context determine the 

language usage. That is, the teachers and students engaged in classroom discourse make 

language choices based on the audience, content and message, and linguistic 

expectations. Following Snow and Uccelli’s framework, context and social interaction 

must be considered along with the linguistic features—lexical, syntactic, discoursal—of 

classroom discourse in order to comprehensively document and describe academic 

language. A recent study by Barr et al. (2019) investigated the validity of cross-

disciplinary core academic language skills (CALS) assessment for middle-school 

students, designed with respect to that pragmatics-based framework: “We designed the 

CALS construct with the aim of identifying for educators and researchers the word-, 

sentence-, and discourse-level skills needed by students to participate successfully in the 

language-mediated learning activities of middle school across content areas” (p. 980). 

Context is central to the assessment, and so CALS was designed to measure language 

skills specific to reading in school contexts across disciplines at the middle school level. 

Additionally, CALS was informed by analyses of linguistic features of texts in cross-

disciplinary reading contexts and the language demands represented in content standards 

as well as in assessments and textbooks. CALS was found to be a psychometrically valid 

and reliable measure of academic language in the reading domain for middle grades. 

Interestingly, the study found the CALS tasks to be representative of a single academic 

language construct composed of interrelated but unique skills, and not multiple constructs 

differentiated by linguistic feature (e.g., vocabulary, syntax, discourse). The authors 

account for this by noting CALS was designed to deliberately assess academic language 
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skills needed for reading, specifically, in school contexts. They conclude that their 

findings correspond to a pragmatics-based framework for understanding academic 

language, in which context and social interaction are the foundation for instantiations of 

academic uses of language across lexical, syntactic, and discoursal dimensions. 

2.4 Current Research on Academic Language in K–12 Educational Contexts  

While the recently developed frameworks described above provide complementary 

approaches to operationalizing academic language in consideration of academic context, 

linguistic features, and linguistic demands, faithfully incorporating all of these elements 

into an analysis of classroom discourse would be a considerable undertaking. Researchers 

have, however, begun to document, describe, and analyze select features of academic 

language in school settings. The following sections provide a review of the literature on 

academic language as it relates to academic vocabulary, syntactic complexity, and other 

linguistic and contextual features. 

2.4.1 Current Research on Academic Vocabulary for Young Learners 

Vocabulary knowledge is essential for academic achievement (Hindman & Wasik, 

2015; Nagy & Townsend, 2012; Snow et al., 1998), so it is not surprising, then, that a 

number of studies related to academic language focus expressly on academic vocabulary. 

Though specific to English-only five year olds and their parents, an influential study by 

Weizman and Snow (2001) investigated whether quality and quantity of parental lexical 

input is related to vocabulary development in 53 children from low-income families, and 

whether sophisticated vocabulary exposure and scaffolded parent-child interactions about 
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sophisticated words are related to vocabulary development in the same children. Note 

that academic language is not specifically referenced in the study; however, the focus on 

sophisticated words serves as a measure of academic vocabulary (Weizman & Snow, 

2001). Children's receptive vocabulary was measured with the Peabody Picture 

Vocabulary Test—Revised (PPVT-R, Dunn & Dunn, 1981) in kindergarten and again in 

second grade. Researchers used the Dale-Chall (Chall & Dale, 1995) word list, which 

includes 3,000 words known by most fourth graders, to determine sophisticated words in 

parental speech; they expanded the word list by including inflected forms, developing a 

final word list of 7,875 common words. The researchers captured and coded parent talk 

regarding sophisticated words as directly informative (the parent provided explicit 

instruction regarding the sophisticated word), indirectly informative (the parent implicitly 

provided information about the sophisticated word), or not informative (the parent 

provided no or minimal information about the sophisticated word). Additionally, 

instances of parental scaffolding during vocabulary interactions were coded as physical 

scaffolding (the parent provided a tangible object, graphic, or action related to the 

sophisticated word), communicative scaffolding (the parent actively engaged the child in 

discussing the sophisticated word), feedback (the parent provided praise or correction), or 

attention guidance (the parent guided the child’s attention to the sophisticated word). 

Weizman and Snow found substantial variability in the amount of words (range of 900 to 

6,000 word tokens during a interactional activity between parent and child) and number 

of sophisticated words (range of zero to 50 words per 1,000 word tokens) in parental 

speech across activities: toy play, magnet play, mealtime, informational shared reading, 

and narrative shared reading, with the informational shared reading providing the greatest 
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exposure to sophisticated word tokens following by narrative shared reading. An average 

of 1.77% of word types used in parent speech were sophisticated words, with mealtimes 

and toy play activities providing the largest proportion of sophisticated word types in 

parent speech. The range of scaffolded vocabulary interaction provided by parents was 

also quite wide; from zero interactions to 30 scaffolded interactions per 1,000 word 

tokens. Additionally, the researchers reported a significant, positive, and strong 

relationship between scores on the PPVT-R in both kindergarten and in second grade and 

sophisticated vocabulary exposure as well as scaffolded vocabulary interactions. As such, 

even minimal exposure to sophisticated words paired with scaffolded interactions 

surrounding those sophisticated words facilitates language development in young 

children. The study also suggests that context influences the amount of sophisticated 

words used and the scaffolded interactions related to those words, with the more casual 

contexts of mealtime and playing with toys affording greater use of sophisticated words 

and scaffolded interactions in these families with young children.  

One study that does offer some insight into how academic vocabulary can be taught 

in linguistically diverse kindergartens is a mixed-methods study by Spycher (2009). Here, 

she investigates the effects of an academic-vocabulary intervention on ELs in 

kindergarten; students were explicitly taught science terms in supplemental vocabulary 

lessons following teacher read-alouds of science content. The quasi-experimental study 

included 39 students in two kindergarten classrooms with the same teacher; students in 

each class were nearly equally divided between Spanish-speaking ELs and English-

proficient speakers (defined as English-only or bilingual English-proficient speakers; the 

latter include students who were once classified as English learners but have since been 
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redesignated as fluent English proficient [FEP] based on one or more measures of their 

ELP, including a state-mandated standardized assessment of ELP). Vocabulary related to 

science content was selected based on criteria delineated in Beck et al. (2002) for the 

determining general academic and discipline-specific vocabulary. Beck et al.’s model for 

categorizing vocabulary is a tiered system. Tier 1 words are high-frequency, common 

words used in social and academic contexts. Tier 2 words, which are prevalent in written 

language across many disciplines, are general academic words. Tier 3 words are 

discipline-specific academic words, that is, are specific to a content area. This tiered 

system was developed based on the premise that words typical of oral language (i.e., the 

corpus of tier 1 words) are easier to acquire than tier 2 words (due to their frequency in 

social, conversational contexts), which are high-utility words that generally appear in 

written contexts across disciplines, and tier 3 words, which appear in written and 

discipline-specific contexts (Beck et al., 2013). Beck et al. have not developed a tiered 

word list. Instead, this tiered system is criterion-based. Teachers determine and select 

appropriate tier 2 and 3 words to teach based on analysis of unfamiliar words presented in 

classroom text(s) that are most necessary for comprehension. For example, in teaching 

general academic (tier 2) vocabulary for a kindergarten shared reading of Maurice 

Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are, the teacher would have identified tier 2 words in 

the story prior to the read aloud. Tier 2 words would be those that frequently appear in 

other early elementary texts across content areas and, so, they would be useful words for 

kindergarteners to comprehend and use expressively. In Where the Wild Things Are, 

teachers might consider the words mischief, tame, and claw from the story as potential 

tier 2 words for kindergarteners. This tiered vocabulary approach from Beck et al. (2013) 
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is widely used in K–12 educational contexts, so much so that tiered vocabulary is 

referenced in some state ELA and ELD standards (e.g., California Department of 

Education, 2015), and is supported through empirical studies (e.g., Beck & McKeown, 

2007; Carlo et al., 2004; Loftus & Coyne, 2013; Silverman, 2007).  

In Spycher (2009), tier 2 and tier 3 words selected by the researcher for explicit 

instruction in the intervention included vocabulary such as amazing, describe, examine, 

escape, hatch, larva, metamorphosis, pupa, pollen, and scrumptious. Applying a pretest–

posttest design, Spycher’s (2009) results demonstrated significant group differences 

between ELs in the intervention and EOs in the control group. That is, ELs who received 

the intervention—i.e., intentional and explicit vocabulary instruction related to the 

science lessons presented—had scores on the researcher-developed Emergent Science 

Vocabulary Assessment (ESVA) that increased significantly following the intervention in 

comparison to EOs in the control group, whose implicit vocabulary exposure was 

provided through standard teacher read-alouds of science materials. Spycher notes that a 

pilot test was conducted, items were revised accordingly, and validity and reliability of 

the ESVA (developed by the researcher as a measure of students’ receptive vocabulary 

knowledge specific to the intervention words) was established; however, results of the 

statistical analyses used were not provided. Using the Conceptual Interview of Scientific 

Understanding as a framework for gathering qualitative data individually (i.e., with each 

student separately in a one-on-one administration), Spycher then qualitatively analyzed 

the students’ use of academic vocabulary as their understanding of the academic topic. 

Interestingly, 17 of the 19 students in the intervention group effectively used the 

explicitly taught vocabulary terms to express their understanding of the lesson. 
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Unfortunately, only eight students (three ELs, five EOs) in the control group were 

interviewed because of time constraints. Of these eight students, only the three ELs used 

an implicitly presented vocabulary term. This suggests that students in the intervention 

group may be better equipped to use academic vocabulary in expressing scientific 

concepts. The researcher's qualitative analysis of participant's oral discourse supports 

initial quantitative findings: it suggested that those who received the intervention used the 

explicitly taught academic vocabulary in class discussions. Spycher does state a 

limitation of the study is the small sample and the subsequent difficulty in generalizing 

quantitative findings; however, an additional concern is the possibility of a Type 1 error. 

Spycher’s statistical comparison of scores between ELs in the intervention (n = 10) and 

EOs in the control (n = 9) may be based on too few participants to be statistically 

meaningful. As the researcher noted, in addition to a large sample, a longitudinal study to 

determine long-term effects of such explicit academic language instruction would be an 

appropriate follow up.  

Lesaux et al. (2010) similarly considered the effects of an academic vocabulary 

intervention on vocabulary development (as well as reading comprehension skills), but 

with an older cohort of linguistically diverse students. The participants included 19 

teachers and 476 sixth graders, 346 of whom were dual language learners. There was an 

18-week intervention in which daily lessons featured an informational text from the Time 

for Kids trade magazine; academic words from the magazine text were then taught in 

their different forms and in varying contexts over multiple exposures. Researcher-

selected academic words were found directly in the informational texts and were also 

listed on the Academic Word List (AWL; Coxhead, 2000). Grade-level vocabulary 
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knowledge was assessed via the Stanford Achievement Test, 10th edition, along with a 

number of other measures to assess more discrete skills of target word knowledge, word 

associations, morphological awareness, and word-meanings-in-context. Grade-level 

reading comprehension was measured via the Gates–MacGinitie Reading Test, 4th 

edition. The primary goal of the study was to examine the impact of the intervention on 

vocabulary and reading comprehension for both dual language learners and monolingual 

English students. Results from a multilevel model, to account for nesting of children 

within classes within schools, demonstrated significant and positive effects of the 

intervention on target word mastery, morphological skills, and word-meanings-in-

context; the intervention also had a positive and statistically significant effect on reading 

comprehension scores. The intervention did not significantly impact vocabulary scores. 

There was no significant difference on the intervention effect by language status. Dual 

language learners underperformed on all measures compared to monolingual English 

students. Findings suggest that explicit and multifaceted vocabulary instruction centered 

on words from informational texts can benefit dual language learners and EO students. 

Multiple exposures to academic vocabulary and engagement in meaningful, 

contextualized vocabulary learning may be necessary for vocabulary development to 

occur.  

In a very recent research study, Neugebauer et al. (2020) investigated the quality of 

language interactions in classrooms with high and low percentages of dual language 

learners as well as the impact of high-quality language interactions on vocabulary 

development in kindergarten. High-quality language interactions was operationalized as 

teachers’ modeling of sophisticated words (“language modeling”), extensions and 
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expansions on student responses (“quality of feedback”), and verbal scaffolding—e.g., 

questioning, discussion, connecting to prior knowledge—for higher-order cognitive skills 

(“concept development,” p. 542). Such language interactions, the researchers 

hypothesize, could bolster academic language development, which was defined as CALP 

(Cummins, 2008). There were 263 kindergarteners, 27 teachers, and 12 elementary 

schools that participated in the study; 60 students were categorized as dual language 

learners. Classrooms that included 20% or more dual language learners were classified as 

classrooms with high levels of such students. Children's receptive vocabulary was 

measured with the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test—Fourth Edition (PPVT-IV, Dunn 

& Dunn, 2007) in the fall and spring of the school year. Language interactions during 

vocabulary lessons were observed and recorded in the middle of the school year and 

coded for the instructional supports of language modeling, quality of feedback, and 

concept development following the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS; 

Pianta et al., 2008). Note that teachers implemented vocabulary instruction following the 

Elements of Reading Vocabulary program (EOR-V; Beck & McKeown, 2004), in which 

sophisticated words were taught via age-appropriate definitions, related pictures, graphic 

organizers, and writing activities. Results from T-tests by classroom language status 

(high or low amounts of dual language learners) indicated significant mean differences 

between these two types of classrooms on both teachers’ quality of feedback and concept 

development; more specifically, classrooms with low levels of dual language learners 

offered greater amounts of language interactions related to responsive feedback and 

higher-order cognitive skills. Results from multilevel models indicated the concept 

development, specifically, was associated with vocabulary development of dual language 
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learners in the spring of the school year. The researchers conclude that language 

interactions supporting higher-order thinking skills, though less common in classrooms 

with a high percentage of dual language learners, can enhance dual language learners’ 

vocabulary development. An implication, then, is for teacher professional development 

that focuses on effective language practices supporting dual language learners in 

engaging in rich, higher-level discussions about academic content and concepts. That 

there is a differential impact of language interactions on vocabulary development for dual 

language learners versus their monolingual peers suggests that teachers may need to tailor 

their language interactions based on language status; the researchers suggest that 

language level might also be a consideration, and recommend future studies to 

disentangle language status for language proficiency in examining the impact of language 

interactions on student achievement. Note that language interactions on higher-order 

thinking skills included making connections to prior knowledge; research indicates such 

connections are especially critical for ELs, in that language learners can more easily build 

new knowledge if it is linked with the resources ELs have readily available, i.e., what 

they already know (Walqui & Heritage, 2012). 

Overall, these studies on academic vocabulary suggest that effective instruction and 

intervention can impact academic vocabulary development in students, though to 

differing degrees and, at times, for specific subgroups of students (i.e., EL or EO). Both 

Weizman and Snow (2001) and Neugebauer et al. (2020) found that scaffolded 

interactions related to sophisticated words facilitated vocabulary development in young 

learners; Neugebauer et al. further detailed that a particular kind of language 

interaction—concept development—benefited dual language learners specifically. And, 
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in studies in which a vocabulary intervention was featured, the intentional and explicit 

vocabulary instruction resulted in gains in vocabulary development for ELs only 

(Spycher, 2009) or for EOs and ELs (Lesaux et al., 2010). Both of the latter studies 

suggested that multiple exposures to academic vocabulary and engagement in 

meaningful, contextualized vocabulary learning may be necessary for vocabulary 

development to occur.  

2.4.2 Current Research on Lexical and/or Syntactic Complexity and Academic 

Language 

A number of recent studies have demonstrated that the complexity of language 

students are exposed to in early education contexts affects their language development 

(and, hence, their academic language development), with language complexity 

operationalized as total amount of teacher talk, lexical sophistication or diversity, and/or 

structural or syntactic complexity. An influential research article, Language Input and 

Child Syntax, by Huttenlocher et al. (2002) examined differences in 34 children’s (ages 

54–60 month) comprehension of complex syntax and its relation to complexity of 

parental talk (study 1) as well as teacher talk (study 2). Study 2 is discussed in more 

detail here, as that the educational context is more relevant to the current study. 

Participants included 305 children from 40 classrooms across 17 preschools; while a 

variety of incomes were represented, the study does not differentiate students by 

language status and ELs are not a focus of the study. Students completed a syntactic 

comprehension task, in which they listened to a sentence and selected the matching 

picture. The sentences included simple constructions with noun phrases (e.g., “The baby 
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is holding the big ball and the small block.”) as well as multiclause sentences (e.g., “The 

boy is looking for the girl behind a chair, but she is sitting under the table.”) to allow for 

differentiation of children’s syntactic comprehension level (p. 363). Students also 

completed a math task; results from task completion served as a means to examine 

whether teacher talk affected student syntactic comprehension over general child 

intellectual development. About 150–180 minutes of teacher talk was audio recorded, 

transcribed, and analyzed for complexity; each sentence was coded as simple (containing 

one clause) or complex (containing more than one clause). The number of noun phrases 

per sentence was also calculated. There was substantial variability in the percentage of 

syntactically complex sentences in teacher talk, with a range from 11% to 32%. Syntactic 

complexity of teacher input was operationalized as the proportion of syntactically 

complex sentences in teacher talk. Findings demonstrated that complexity of teacher talk 

was significantly related to growth in children’s syntactic comprehension over the 

academic year, with no relationship of complexity of teacher talk and nonverbal math 

skills. The researchers concluded that syntactic complexity of teacher talk has a positive 

impact on student growth in syntactic comprehension over one preschool year. This is an 

important finding, in that it suggests educational contexts can be meaningfully designed 

to help enhance syntactic skills—a critical component in academic uses of language—

beginning in preschool settings. 

While not examining academic language per se, Bowers and Vasilyeva (2011) did 

investigate receptive vocabulary growth of EL and EO preschool students over one year 

based on teacher input, that is, the amount, lexical diversity, and structural complexity of 

teacher talk. Participants included 104 students, 29 of whom were ELs (designated as 
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such if the parent indicated that a language other than English was the primary home 

language), across ten preschool classrooms. Students were administered the Peabody 

Picture Vocabulary Test—Third Edition (PPVT; Dunn & Dunn, 1997) at the beginning 

and end of the academic year. Ninety minutes of teacher talk was recorded mid-year in 

each classroom during group instruction and snack time. Teacher talk was transcribed, 

coded, and analyzed for number of words (tokens), number of different words (word 

types, a measure of lexical diversity), and average number of words per utterance 

(MLUw, a measure of structural complexity). Note that the number of word per utterance 

is a basic proxy for syntactic complexity; it assumes that longer utterances are more 

likely to contain multiclause sentences and, thus, be more syntactically complex. Multiple 

linear regression demonstrated that EOs performed more than one standard deviation 

above ELs on the PPVT, and that gap remained at the end of the year as well. Though 

language status explained differences in scores, gender and percentage of ELs did not 

significantly explain scores or growth over a school year. Multiple regression analyses of 

teacher input separated by language status indicated no significant relationship between 

either amount of speech or structural complexity and the scores of EOs; however, both 

variables were significantly related to scores for ELs. There was a positive relationship 

between amount of speech and ELs’ scores, and a negative relationship between 

structural complexity and their scores. Note this finding is in contrast to Huttenlocher et 

al. (2002), in which syntactic complexity of teacher talk was significantly related to 

student syntactic comprehension skills. Also interesting is that lexical diversity was 

significantly and positively related only to EOs’ scores. Bowers and Vasilyeva suggest 

that longer utterances may be more difficult for ELs to process and may have hindered 
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vocabulary development. Hence, differential input may be needed for ELs and EOs in 

order for them to develop their vocabulary in classroom contexts. Regardless, contextual 

factors did have an impact on vocabulary development, and features of teacher talk and 

its impact on vocabulary development in ELs and EOs should be examined further. 

Barnes and Dickinson (2017) investigated both lexical and syntactic features of 

teacher talk during shared readings in Head Start preschool classrooms for their 

relationship with receptive vocabulary growth. Participants included 489 four year olds 

across 52 classrooms; students were not categorized by language status, and the study 

assumes all students were native English speakers. Researchers focused particularly on 

shared reading events based on previous research (Dickinson et al., 2014), which found 

such events to be representative of academic language, such as sophisticated words and 

lengthier utterances. Vocabulary was measured using the PPVT at the beginning and end 

of the academic year. Teacher talk during a single shared reading activity was recorded, 

transcribed, and analyzed for number of word types, number of word tokens, diversity of 

speech, and structural complexity. Note the length of the recordings, however, were 

relatively short and varied extensively by individual teacher, ranging from 3.62 to 21.93 

minutes. The measure of speech diversity used was D (McKee et al., 2000); D measures 

the probability of new vocabulary being introduced into longer and longer samples of 

discourse over time. The measure of structural complexity (a basic proxy for syntactic 

complexity, in that it is assumed a lengthier utterance would likely include multiple 

clauses and, therefore, be more complex) used was mean length of utterance in words 

(MLUw). Results from a multilevel model, with children nested within classrooms and a 

composite measure of lexical features of teacher talk, indicated a positive and significant 
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relationship between students’ PPVT scores and lexical complexity of teacher talk. 

However, there was a negative and significant relationship between student scores and 

structural complexity of teacher talk, comparable to findings specifically for ELs by 

Bowers and Vasilyeva (2011). Remember that Barnes and Dickinson assumed all student 

participants to be native English speakers; also important is the student participants are 

from households of low income, as indicated by their eligibility for the Head Start 

program (p. 798). Barnes and Dickinson conclude that “children with lower language 

scores may benefit from hearing more lexical elements embedded in shorter, potentially 

less complex utterances” (p. 803). Still, the literature on impact of structurally or 

syntactically complex teacher talk on student language development is contradictory. The 

difference in measures used to operationalize syntactic complexity may partially explain 

conflicting findings, as could the varied assessments used by researchers across studies as 

a proxy for vocabulary knowledge. 

Gámez et al. (2017) examined syntactic complexity (as well as gestures, or social 

cues) of classroom discourse and kindergarteners’ expressive vocabulary development. 

Two hundred twenty-six ethnically diverse students, inclusive of dual language learners 

and EOs from low-income families, ages 5 to 6 years old, and 29 teachers across 29 

classrooms participated in the study. All teachers provided 15-20 minutes of vocabulary 

instruction over 24 weeks following the Elements of Reading Vocabulary program (Beck 

& McKeown, 2004), in which sophisticated words were taught via age-appropriate 

definitions, related pictures, graphic organizers, and writing activities. (Note this program 

was also implemented in Neugebauer et al., 2020.) Vocabulary was assessed using the 

Expressive Vocabulary Test-2 (Williams, 2007). Syntactic complexity was 
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operationalized as the number of multi-clause utterances that were coordinating (i.e., 

utterances joining two independent clauses using and, but, or, nor) or subordinating (i.e., 

utterances in which a dependent clause modifies an independent clause) as in Vasilyeva 

et al., 2008. Note that the was mean length of utterance in words was also calculated; 

however, because the measure of syntactic complexity and was mean length of utterance 

in words were highly correlated, the researchers considered the more precise measure of 

syntactic complexity in analyses. The study found great variability in teachers’ 

syntactically complex language across classrooms, with a range of 1 to 5 syntactically 

complex utterances per minute. Results from hierarchical linear modeling indicated the 

teachers’ syntactically complex language positively predicted dual language learners’ 

expressive vocabulary at the end of the school year. Of note is that the subordinating 

utterances featuring object complements and subordinating conjunctions (e.g., “I think 

you mixed them up,” and if-then statements, respectively, p. 34) were most frequently 

used by teachers; Gámez and colleagues state that such subordinating clauses are 

developmentally appropriate for the age and align with the progression of syntactic 

complexity noted by Vasilyeva et al. (2008). Hence, while teacher talk was syntactically 

complex, it was at a developmentally appropriate level of complexity for the 

kindergarteners in the study. 

The relationship of teacher input and language development, specifically vocabulary 

development, in sixth-grade EL and EOs was the focus of the Gámez and Lesaux (2012) 

study. Participants included 782 students in 22 classrooms, 535 of whom were dual 

language learners (that is, students who reported speaking a language other than English 

at home). The Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test Vocabulary and a researcher-developed 
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vocabulary test served as the measures of language development and were administered 

at the beginning and end of the school year. The researcher-developed multiple-choice 

assessment required students to select synonyms for academic words from the AWL. 

Teacher talk during ELA instruction was audio recorded, transcribed, and analyzed for 

total number of words, total number of utterances, sophisticated vocabulary, and syntactic 

complexity. Researchers used the Dale-Chall (Chall & Dale, 1995) word list, which 

includes 3,000 words known by most fourth graders, to determine sophisticated words in 

teacher talk, as done by Weizman and Snow (2001). Inflected forms were included in the 

list, for a total of 7,948 common words. Words not reflected on the final list were deemed 

sophisticated. Syntactic complexity was operationalized as the percentage of complex, 

multiclause utterances in teacher input. Consistent with other studies (Lesaux et al., 2010; 

Francis et al., 2006), dual language learners performed less well than EOs on the reading 

assessment. Also consistent with other studies is the substantial variability in complexity 

of teacher talk (Bowers & Vasilyeva, 2011; Huttenlocher et al, 2002). Results from a 

multilevel model, to account for students nested within classrooms within schools, 

demonstrated that lexically sophisticated teacher talk had a positive and significant effect 

on vocabulary scores for dual language learners, though total amount of tokens in teacher 

talk was non-significant. And, while syntactically complex teacher talk did not 

significantly affect dual language learners’ scores, syntactically complex talk 

significantly increased the scoring gap between dual language learners and EOs. In other 

words, EO students scored higher than dual language learners as the syntactic complexity 

of teacher talk increased. Gámez and Lesaux consider that syntactically complex teacher 

talk, then, may be beneficial to students with more advanced English language skills. Post 
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hoc analyses, including only dual language learners whose score was at the 25th 

percentile or greater on the reading assessment, demonstrated a positive and significant 

relationship between scores and syntactic complexity of teacher talk. Thus, the quality—

not the quantity—of teacher talk, both at the lexical and syntactic levels—is related to 

growth in academic vocabulary for students whose English language skills are at a more 

advanced level. Similar to Huttenlocher el al, (2002), these findings suggest educational 

contexts can be meaningfully designed to promote academic vocabulary development in 

both dual language learners and EOs. Findings also suggest that differential teacher input 

may be needed for dual language learners with lower levels of English language 

proficiency in order to promote their language development successfully. 

In summary, recent research on lexical and/or syntactic complexity in classroom 

discourse described above present mixed findings. While these studies suggest more 

sophisticated words in classroom discourse may benefit some students in terms of their 

vocabulary development (in select studies, all students, in others, ELs or EOs only), 

results regarding syntactic complexity stand in great contrast. We learn from studies 

discussed above that syntactic complexity in classroom discourse may or may not serve 

to develop students’ language skills. One reason for the varying results could that the 

types of student participants varied across the studies; one featured EOs from general 

preschool classrooms, another EOs and ELs from general preschool classrooms, still 

another EOs in Head Start classrooms, and still another, middle-grades EOs and ELs. A 

second possible reason for the varying results could also lie in the different ways 

researchers operationalized lexical complexity and syntactic complexity. There are a 

number of measures researchers have used to determine lexical complexity. One of the 
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most generally and frequently used in language acquisition studies (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 

2005) has been TTR, which is the text’s total number of different words used (i.e., types) 

divided by total number of words (i.e., tokens). TTR, however, is sensitive to text length; 

that is, the longer the text, the greater the likelihood for word recurrence (Cobb & Horst, 

2015; Ellis & Barkuizen, 2005). Because longer texts are more likely to have more 

function words (e.g., articles, auxiliary verbs, prepositions, conjunctions), they are more 

likely to obtain a lower TTR than shorter texts. Additionally, TTR and some variations of 

TTR (e.g., measure of textual lexical density, MTLD; McCarthy & Jarvis, 2010), do not 

account for word difficulty or sophistication (Crossley et al., 2011). Such measures 

account for different words within a text but not the degree of sophistication or 

complexity of those words. Studies discussed above with young learners use, instead, 

number of different words, diversity of speech using D, and sophisticated vocabulary as 

determined by the Dale-Chall list. 

 Similarly, syntactic complexity was operationalized differentially across the studies: 

as simple/complex utterances, as average number of words per utterance, as the was 

mean length of utterance in words. Mean length of utterance, which is the average length 

of an utterance (i.e., speech between pauses within a speaker’s conversational turn) based 

on number of morphemes (MLU) or number of words (MLUw) in the utterance, is a 

general indicator of syntactic complexity widely applied in studies of first-language (L1) 

development in children as that mean length of utterance progressively increases as 

children and their language skills grow (Brown, 1973). However, mean length of 

utterance does not offer an indication of syntactic structure of the utterances, for example, 

if the utterances are simple or complex in syntax (Foster et al., 2000; Snow, 1996; 
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Vasilyeva, 2008). Bowers and Vasilyeva (2011) contend that an average of the number of 

words per utterance is a “rough indicator of structural complexity of speech” (p. 228), 

and one that assumes that longer utterances are more syntactically complex. Therefore, in 

the current study, syntactic complexity was operationalized as the percentage of complex, 

multiclause utterances in classroom discourse, consistent with previous research on 

classroom discourse and young learners (Gámez & Lesaux, 2012; Gámez et al., 2017; 

Huttenlocher et al., 2001; Vasilyeva et al., 2008). Note that, in addition to MLU, other 

measures of syntactic complexity were considered, most notably the coding scheme 

developed by Butler and Hakuta (2009) following Peregoy and Boyle (1991). Their 

coding scheme specified seven levels: no response, unacceptable one- or two-word 

fragmentary response, acceptable fragmentary response, simple sentence, simple sentence 

with coordinating words, response with subordination, and response with more than one 

subordinated clause. Butler and Hakuta (2009) used this coding scheme for syntactic 

complexity to analyze responses to science-related questions from fourth grade ELs and 

EOs. While Butler and Hakuta’s coding scheme was very relevant to and a logical one for 

their study, it was deemed unsuitable for the current study, which focuses on an analysis 

of spontaneous classroom discourse, that is, of naturally occurring teacher and student 

talk during standard literacy instructional activities. 

This inconsistency in how lexical and syntactic complexity is operationalized across 

studies may confound the ability to find patterns across findings. In determining how to 

operationalize lexical complexity and syntactic complexity, I considered current literature 

and selected the most appropriate measures that were used with some frequency across 

important studies focused on young ELs and EOs. 
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2.4.3 Child Demographic Factors and Academic Development  

In addition to pedagogical and classroom factors, there are child demographic factors 

that some research indicates may be associated with academic development, especially 

for young learners. Hindman et al. (2010) examined the relationship between child, 

family, and classroom factors and development of academic skills (literacy and 

mathematics) through first grade. The demographic variables considered in the Hindman 

et al. study were gender, age, and language status. Data on 945 students, who were 

tracked from attendance at a Head Start program for preschool through first grade, were 

obtained from Family and Child Experiences Survey, 1997 cohort. In the fall of their 

Head Start program, students ranged in age from 35 to 67 months; 44.5% were female, 

55.5% were male; and 21% were administered a Spanish language assessment at the start 

of the study. Students were assessed via subtests of the Woodcock-Johnson 

Psychoeducational Battery-Revised (WJ-R; Woodcock & Mather, 1989); Spanish 

speakers were initially assessed in Spanish via the Woodcock–Muñoz subtests 

(Woodcock & Muñoz-Sandoval, 1996), but then the majority of these students were 

tested at other times using the English-language version.  Results from hierarchical linear 

models indicated that higher initial literacy skills were found for female students and 

older students, with each added month of age, relative to the mean, affording a gain of 

two points. However, during the two year period from beginning of Head Start to the end 

of grade one, female students advanced more slowly than male students in terms of 

literacy development; older students, also, progressed more slowly than younger students 

during that period; and, finally, students who were initially assessed in Spanish also 

developed literacy skills at a slower pace than EO students.  
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Hindman and Wasik (2015) also examined child factors (in addition to family, 

teacher, and classroom factors) in research that investigated initial English and Spanish 

vocabulary skills and vocabulary development over the course of one year in a Head Start 

program. Child demographic factors here that were considered included gender, age, and 

amount of Spanish spoken at home (mostly Spanish, about equal amounts of Spanish and 

English, limited Spanish). Data on 655 students were obtained from Family and Child 

Experiences Survey 2006 cohort. In the fall of their Head Start program, students ranged 

in age from 33 to 68 months, gender was equally distributed, and all students came from 

Spanish-speaking homes, though the degree to which Spanish was spoken varied among 

the families. Students’ receptive vocabulary skills were assessed in fall and spring of the 

school year using the Peabody Picture Vocabulary test–4 (Dunn & Dunn, 2007) and the 

Test de vocabulario de imagines Peabody (Dunn et al., 1986). Results from a path model 

indicated that initial Spanish vocabulary scores were higher for older students and those 

whose homes features more Spanish-language use or both Spanish and English; gender, 

though, was not related. For initial English vocabulary, age was also positively related to 

scores, and students who spoke mostly Spanish or both English and Spanish at home 

scored lower on the vocabulary assessment; gender here, too, was not significant. For 

Spanish vocabulary measured in the spring, scores improved for students who spoke both 

Spanish and English at home (but not for those who spoke mostly Spanish) as well as for 

older students; gender remained non-significant. For English vocabulary measured in the 

spring, age remained significant, and scores for students who spoke mostly Spanish at 

home were lower; gender was non-significant. Hence, some child demographic factors 
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predict Spanish and English vocabulary development, though these may vary based on 

timing of the assessment. 

Interestingly, the study also examined the impact of quality of language interactions 

on the Spanish and English vocabulary development of these preschoolers; quality of 

language interactions was operationalized following the Classroom Assessment Scoring 

System (CLASS; Pianta et al., 2008) for the instructional supports of language modeling, 

quality of feedback, and concept development, as also followed in Neugebauer et al. 

(2020), Results indicated that high-quality language interactions was related to both 

Spanish and English vocabulary scores; additionally, the impact of these interactions was 

greater for students who had lower English vocabulary scores at the beginning of Head 

Start. So, in addition to specific child demographic factors, quality of language 

interactions was linked to English vocabulary growth, with greater gains for students who 

initially had lower levels of English vocabulary. 

2.4.4 Additional Research on Academic Language 

 Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) (Halliday, 1994), “a theory of language 

which highlights the relationship between language, text and context” (Coffin & 

Donahue, 2012, p. 64) , is an approach to analyzing academic language that has been 

pursued by some researchers, most notably by Schleppegrell and colleagues (Moore & 

Schleppegrell, 2014; Schleppegrell, 2001, 2004 ). Social context is the critical 

consideration in SFL, in that the social context drives language usage. That is, the words 

and grammar speakers and writers use are chosen in consideration of the particular 

context at hand and the linguistic expectations that follow historical and social ways of 
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using language in that context. Language register is of key interest in SFL, in that a 

register can be characterized by specific semantic, lexical, grammatical, and phonological 

features (Chapelle, 1998). Schleppegrell (2012), indeed, categorizes academic language 

as a register: “Academic language refers to the new set of registers that many children 

encounter for the first time on arrival at school; a set of registers through which they will 

be expected to learn and participate as they move through the grades” (p. 411). These 

registers are realized as the collection of lexical and grammatical features of the specific 

context and can be analyzed considering three interdependent levels: field, the social 

context in which language use occurs; tenor, the relationship between interlocutors or 

between speaker/writer and audience; and mode, the (often implicit) expectations for how 

a spoken or written text should be organized (Schleppegrell, 2012, p. 18). SLF offers a 

method for identifying lexicogrammatical features of a spoken or written text in relation 

to the situational context that drives and determines those features. “Since the way 

language makes meaning varies according to social contexts, and not everyone in the 

community has access to all the possible contexts, one of the major goals of systemic 

functional linguistics research has been to describe academically valued contexts of use, 

elucidating the linguistic features of the genres of schooling and showing the challenges 

that those features present to students” (p. 19). SFL provides an approach to identifying 

the linguistic features specific to a variety of academic contexts that is complementary to 

the approach in the current study. 

 A relevant study that investigates academic language following an SFL approach is 

by Moore and Schleppegrell (2014), who explore the impact of teaching academic 

language characteristics to ELs in English language arts (ELA) classes in upper 
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elementary grades (grades 3–5). Here, the researchers argue that academic achievement 

can more easily be realized when explicit attention is given in the classroom to the 

grammatical forms and context-specific meaning at the word, clause, and text level of the 

academic content being presented. The researchers analyzed video-recorded lessons that 

featured dialogic interactions on narrative texts as well as print materials related to those 

lessons (e.g., graphic organizers and other student writing, written teacher reflections); 

the unit of analysis was “episodes of productive talk,” (p. 96) defined as “a unit of 

discourse with a unifying topic and purpose” (Gibbons, 2006, p. 95 as cited in Moore & 

Schleppegrell, 2014, p. 96). Further analysis of the lessons focused on SFL metalanguage 

within the episodes that was used to scaffold comprehension of language and content. 

Moore and Schleppegrell define SFL metalanguage as language used to connect 

“language forms to meanings in contexts of use” (p. 93). Examples of SFL metalanguage 

explicitly taught to students in the context of this study included the polarity 

(positive/negative) of character’s attitudes and the force of the attitudes (turned up/down). 

SFL metalanguage can be contrasted with literary metalanguage, which supports 

meaning-making and author’s craft (e.g., dialogue, metaphor, simile). Moore and 

Schleppegrell provide examples of how the focus on grammatical form as well as focus 

on meaning enhanced ELs’ ability to fully contribute to classroom conversations and 

effectively communicate their understanding of the academic content in writing. That is, 

when students learned SFL metalanguage as a means of understanding and discussing the 

ways authors use language to develop characters, they were able to engage in extended 

discourse that allowed for elaboration, meaning making, and connections of text to prior 

knowledge (in the form of personal experience), Their qualitative analysis of participants' 
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oral discussions about narratives and their subsequent writing about the texts support the 

their theory that knowledge and application of systemic functional linguistics 

metalanguage allowed ELs to more readily make meaning of text and gain access to 

academic content: "Supported by the [SFL] metalanguage and activities, even students 

who otherwise struggle to participate are engaged in achieving the curricular goals of 

schooling and developing the academic language of ELA" (p. 103). The authors also state 

that it is important to recognize, from an SFL perspective, that academic language varies 

by situation (e.g., grade, content area) and purpose (e.g., classroom goals, lesson 

objectives) and, therefore, metalanguage will vary as well (p. 102). The study presents a 

clear, convincing, and principled approach to applying SFL metalanguage as a means of 

enabling students to achieve specific academic goals in the particular academic context of 

elementary ELA lessons. While findings suggest that SFL metalanguage can assist ELs in 

understanding and discussing academic content, the study does not consider how 

traditionally “non-academic” or social language (i.e., Cummins’ [1979] notion of BICS) 

might have been used in support of academic goals. Demands for a more dynamic, 

nuanced approach to understanding the many discourses applied in academic contexts has 

not been fully undertaken and yet are urgently needed in this era of rigorous language and 

content standards that apply to classrooms inclusive of ELs beginning at kindergarten. In 

order for educators to create educational contexts that foster the learning of academic 

content and the acquisition of academic language for ELs and EOs alike, empirical 

evidence on both the linguistic features of language used in such contexts and the 

linguistic repertoires applied by students in developing their understanding of that content 

is required. 
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 In contrast to these researchers, Bunch (2014) suggests that the notion of academic 

language as it is currently conceptualized within a social–academic continuum is too 

narrow a conception. Instead of focusing exclusively on the linguistic features of 

academic language as it contrasts with other, more social, conversational registers of 

language, Bunch highlights the need for understanding the diversity of linguistic 

resources and language practices that ELs draw on and engage in during academic work. 

Bunch calls for a sociocultural approach in analyzing and understanding language use in 

academic contexts, one that does not privilege academic forms of language but, instead, 

focuses on all the linguistic resources that students apply when engaging in academic 

activities. This paradigmatic shift from a focus on language features of academic 

discourse to a focus on the range of functions and language practices at play in academic 

contexts recasts the construct of academic English. Rather than focusing exclusively on 

lexicogrammatical features, a focus on “describing what students are able to do with 

academic content ensures that educators and researchers do not lose sight of students’ 

academic understandings in efforts to focus on the characteristics of their language” 

(Bunch, 2014, p. 73). Such an endeavor may require thorough analyses of the language 

functions that students productively engage in as they make meaning of academic 

content; that is, how students use language during academic tasks. In his study, Bunch 

(2014) provides a qualitative analysis of oral discourse among five linguistically diverse 

seventh-grade students in a social studies class. Bunch details the wide range of linguistic 

resources that these student use in accomplishing academic work, and that through rich 

exchanges and discussion of ideas on a social studies topic, students are able to complete 

the task, though their language use varies from what might be considered as more 
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conversational to more academic. Findings indicate that, when discussing academic 

content, bilingual students draw on a variety of linguistic resources, including those 

linguistic resources not typically categorized as academic, to negotiate meaning and gain 

an understanding of content. Bunch concludes, “the term 'academic language' should be 

reconceptualized to include both the linguistic resources students use to discuss ideas, no 

matter how far that language is from ‘literate,’' and the language students construct to 

present those ideas to various academic audiences” (p. 82). Bunch calls these two types 

of language the language of ideas and the language of display, respectively. These 

higher-proficiency EL students, none of whom was an EL of emerging or beginning 

English proficiency, had the ability to adapt their language based on audience and 

purpose; language traditionally characterized as social or everyday language was 

successfully applied by these students in an academic context to help them make meaning 

of content. It is evident, then, that these ELs used a variety of linguistic forms in 

comprehending and communicating about academic content. Findings, however, may not 

be generalizable to students in the early elementary grades and research focusing on the 

linguistics resources utilized by young ELs in understanding academic content should be 

investigated. Bunch's call to expand prevailing definitions of academic language to 

include these ostensibly un-academic repertoires that function to support academic 

language requires larger-scale studies of both teacher and student talk in academic 

contexts to be conducted, beginning at the first year of formal education in the U.S.. 

 Similarly, Gutiérrez et al. (2011) also argue that the dichotomy of “everyday” and 

“academic” language is unproductive; language learners are better served when they are 

encouraged to draw on any and all of the linguistic resources available to them, inclusive 
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of their home languages, school languages, and various language registers and varieties. 

The researchers suggest that classrooms in which hybrid language practices are 

welcomed and honored create an atmosphere in which students are more willing to be 

productive learners and users of languages and of content, “children develop new stances 

toward learning. Through participation in hybrid language practices—that is practices 

with the properties of both formal and informal language and/or home and school-based 

language practices—opportunities to learn and appropriate new literacy practices are 

extended” (p. 246). Gutiérrez et al. describe the language used by young ELs as they 

collaborate with each other and students with more expertise to write letters in a video 

game during an after-school club; the researchers conclude that the use of multiple 

languages and language varieties enabled students to apply all available linguistic 

resources in understanding academic content, resulting in further development of 

students' language proficiencies. This qualitative study, similar to Bunch's (2014), 

provides a compelling argument for the expansion of how academic language should be 

conceptualized and operationalized. Still, the study was conducted in an after-school 

club, and there is very little empirical research that applies such an approach to 

understanding language use in academic contexts. Studies of the language used within 

and about academic contexts with larger numbers of multilingual participants—across 

content areas, grades, and levels of proficiency in English—are needed to determine what 

language knowledge, skills, and abilities are applied by ELs in service of academic 

achievement in U.S. classrooms.  

Blair (2016) adds to the qualitative research on academic uses of language by 

emergent bilinguals; in this study, she captures fourth grade students’ language use and 
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exposure in school as well as in home contexts. Student talk was collected from multiple 

sites: a bilingual classroom, an English-medium classroom, after-school programs, 

students’ homes, and other locations frequented by the students and their families. 

Interviews of teachers, parents, and students were conducted for triangulation. Notes 

during classroom observations were taken following an observational protocol. 

Qualitative analyses of these data revealed three key findings: teachers provided explicit 

instruction in academic language in both English and Spanish to varying degrees; 

students strategically used a wide range of multilingual and multimodal (e.g., references 

to objects in the lesson) resources to complete various academic tasks; and students 

engaged in academic uses of language in out-of-school contexts. In light of these 

findings, Blair argues that a binary view of language (social vs. academic, everyday vs. 

formal, BICS vs. CALP) is inadequate; instead, children’s full linguistic repertoires, 

including their linguistic skills in both or all of their languages (Garcia, 2009), should be 

considered when analyzing academic uses of language. Findings lend support to Bunch’s 

(2014) reconceptualization of academic language along a continuum, from the “language 

of ideas” to the “language of display.” 

A common theme across the studies in this section is that the concept of academic 

language should be broadened. Academic language—or, academic uses of language—is 

more than a list of specific linguistic features associated with academic disciplines, or 

language that is positioned in contrast to social or conversational language. Current 

conceptualizations of academic language may focus too narrowly on specific linguistic 

characteristics; instead, academic language should be conceptualized more holistically, 
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and consider the wide range of linguistic resources students productively use to engage 

actively in academic content.   

2.5 Summary of the Literature Review 

While it is clear that academic language has been a much debated construct in recent 

years, there is still limited empirical research that could offer evidence of the construct as 

it is operationalized in K–12 educational contexts across grades and disciplines, and 

inclusive of ELs (Bailey & Huang, 2011). While the studies reviewed above provide 

some evidence for the effectiveness of lexically and/or syntactically complex teacher talk 

and academic vocabulary interventions on the development of academic language skills, 

additional, empirical studies are critically needed to support these emerging findings and 

provide distinguishing characteristics of academic uses of language in the many and 

varied educational contexts in which ELs and EOs are engaged (Anstrom et al., 2010). 

And, of the research that has been done, much has focused on upper grades, as that state-

mandated content-area assessments are administered beginning at grade 3 following 

Every Student Succeeds Acts (2015) and because what qualifies as academic language 

may be more clearly delineated from potentially less-academic language because of the 

division of instruction in the upper grades into discrete and separate content areas. That 

is, in early elementary grades, students are commonly instructed by one general education 

teacher, who provides all instruction; only beginning in upper elementary grades might 

students be instructed by teachers who specialize in the instruction of a particular 

discipline (Parker et al., 2017). Additionally, of the studies conducted, few consider 

analyzing academic uses of language and the range of linguistic repertoires exhibited by 
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ELs, which could provide a more dynamic and comprehensive depiction of the multiple 

linguistic resources applied in classroom settings to make meaning of and effectively 

communicate about academic information. There is a paucity of research on how 

academic language is introduced, taught, and acquired at the elementary years, inclusive 

of kindergarten—the first year of required schooling for most children in the U.S. and the 

grade with the largest number of ELs across the U.S. (Bailey & Huang, 2011; National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2019). Similarly, limited research on the language 

repertoires used by the youngest students, inclusive of ELs, in educational settings 

disallows any kind of evidence-based approach to structuring educational contexts that 

encourage the development of academic English language proficiency parallel with 

constructing meaning of academic content.  
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CHAPTER 3  THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

3.1 Introduction 

The theoretical frameworks I have drawn upon for the design and analysis of this 

dissertation are Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory of mind, specifically the concept 

of the zone of proximal development, and Bunch’s (2014) reconceptualization of 

academic language as the language of ideas and the language of display. These 

theoretical frameworks encourage a more expansive conceptualization of academic 

language, one that not only allows for an analysis of linguistic features of academic 

language, but also allows for a dynamic, multi-layered approach to examining language 

use in situated, academic contexts.  

3.2 Sociocultural Theory of Mind 

The foundation of sociocultural theory of the mind (SCT) lies in theoretical work by 

Russian psycholinguist Lev Vygotsky (1978, 1986), who theorizes that the development 

of human cognitive processes is mediated through an individual’s dynamic interaction 

with social, cultural, and historical systems—and the activities, artifacts, and concepts of 

those systems—in situated contexts. Swain and Deters (2007) explain that SCT differs 

inherently from other theories of mind in that it is the social context itself that drives 

cognitive development (p. 821). The three fundamental tenets of SCT, based on 

Vygotsky’s work, are that (1) higher cognitive processes are mediated by social, cultural, 

and historical experience; (2) cognitive development originates in and is extended by 
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social activity; and (3) language (most importantly) and other socio-constructed sign 

systems mediate cognitive development (Johnson, 2004; Wertsch 1985, 1990).  

The first tenet highlights the need to investigate and understand higher cognitive 

processes through the social, cultural, and historical activities that serve to mediate 

thought and learning; these external activities are pivotal to human cognitive 

development beyond our biologically determined mental processes (Johnson, 2004). 

Vygotsky emphasized the need for an appropriate method to analyze those cognitive 

processes in consideration of sociocultural, historical contexts and advocated for genetic 

analysis (Wertsch, 1990, p. 113). In this sense, genetic analysis focuses on the 

development of mental functions over time, longitudinally (and, therefore, historically, 

over time) as well as over short periods of time (microgenesis), to capture the process of 

human development from multiple, interrelated perspectives. Additionally, genetic 

analysis must consider the individual level of cognitive development along with the tools 

(e.g., language) that mediate development (ontogenesis).  

The second tenet extends the concept of mediation as a prerequisite for cognitive 

development and eventual internalization (which is itself an active, dynamic process). 

Johnson (2004) explains this tenet in terms of Vygotsky’s (1981) general genetic law of 

cultural development, in which “higher mental functions originate on the interpersonal 

(that is, the social, historical, or institutional) plane—on the plane external to the 

individual. While participating in many social activities on the interpersonal plane, the 

individual internalizes the patterns of these social activities” (p. 108). Social contexts 

(i.e., the interpersonal plane), therefore, provide the foundation for the potential to learn 

and eventual, internalized cognitive development (intrapersonal plane) to take place. This 
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relationship between the interpersonal and intrapersonal plane is instantiated in 

Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD), which is 

discussed in more detail in section 3.2.1.  

The third tenet postulates that language, while serving its communicative purpose, is 

also a tool for organizing and regulating our cognitive processes, thoughts, and behaviors 

internally and externally (Johnson, 2004). Here, Vygotsky (1978) draws a distinction 

between inner speech, which allows for private verbal thinking (on the intrapersonal 

plane), and social speech, where the intent is communicative interaction with others (on 

the interpersonal plane). Language—and other sign systems—plays a critical role in the 

development of cognitive processes, first through social speech and then as inner speech. 

In order to develop cognitively, one must transition from understanding based on social 

speech or the social context to a fully internalized understanding, or reliance on inner 

speech (Johnson, 2004). 

In sum, higher cognitive processes develop through social activity as mediated by the 

tools—i.e., language and other sign systems—dynamically available by the individual 

and others in that particular social context. Swain and Deters (2007) add: “Whereas 

traditional approaches to the study of mental behavior focus on the individual and what 

the individual is doing, SCT takes into account the complex interaction between the 

individual acting with mediational means and the sociocultural context. That is, SCT 

focuses on what tools the person is acting with (mediational means), where the action 

takes place, and why the person is acting (motives and goals)” (p. 821). As such, for the 

current study, examining the specific social context in which academic uses of language 

takes place, the patterns of communication, and the tools that teachers and students bring 
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to that context is critical in understanding the construct of academic language through an 

SCT perspective. Following an SCT framework, then, collecting and analyzing data of 

naturally occurring language use in kindergarten classrooms that include both EOs and 

ELs over multiple points in time during a school year can help to provide a more robust 

description of the lexical, syntactic, and discoursal features of academic language during 

the very first year of formal schooling. 

 

3.2.1 The Zone of Proximal Development 

While these three tenets of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory are interrelated, it is the 

second principle—the requisite of social activity for learning and development to occur—

that predominantly undergirds this study. A child’s individual learning and development 

cannot be accounted for through solely biologically determined processes (Vygotsky, 

1978). Rather, social activity, and all its related artifacts and concepts, engender learning 

and development (Vygotsky, 1978). This second tenet of Vygotsky’s SCT further posits 

that learning and development occur in the space where cognitive functions are “in a state 

of formation, that are just beginning to mature and develop” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 87). 

According to Vygotsky, instruction that is targeted at too high a level, one that is outside 

the individual child’s progressing developmental state, will be ineffective. Vygotsky 

(1978) delineates an important distinction between one’s actual developmental level and 

one’s zone of proximal development (ZPD); the former describes what the student knows 

and can do independently, i.e., mental functions that have matured, whereas the latter 

describes the functions that are in the processes of developing. Vygotsky explains: 
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[ZPD] is the distance between the actual development level as 
determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential 
development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance 
or in collaboration with more capable peers…. [ZPD] defines those 
functions that have not yet matured but are in the process of maturation, 
functions that will mature tomorrow but are currently in an embryonic 
state. These functions could be termed the “buds” or “flowers” of 
development rather than the “fruits” of development. The actual 
developmental level characterizes mental development retrospectively, 
while the [ZPD] characterizes mental development prospectively. (p. 86, 
emphasis in the original). 

 
In this theory, the developing child, here, has agency: Learning is not something done to 

the student by more capable others (i.e., “experts” on the specific task such as teachers 

and/or peers); instead, learning is available to the child and occurs through both 

purposeful and spontaneous interactions with experts—those who have greater 

knowledge related to the topic of interest to the child—in various sociocultural contexts. 

These social interactions with experts are not singular events; instead, learning and 

development occur within the ZPD over time, through multiple and diverse social 

interactions. Vygotsky’s use of the term “embryonic” is important, as it signifies the ZPD 

as a kind of a trajectory of development levels. The child’s ZPD is an early stage of 

growth and development, where learning can occur at the point preceding complete 

development. Such growth and development occur over time and provide a rationale for 

more longitudinal studies to investigate long-term development. The ZPD is a concept 

that explains how cognitive development is first carried out in a social context—on the 

interpersonal plane—and is then gradually internalized by the learner—on the 

intrapersonal plane. In carefully scaffolded interactions, learners can gradually take on 

more control, with the goal of eventual autonomy (Walqui & van Lier, 2010). In 
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consideration of the ZPD, researchers can investigate that cognitive development process 

within the social context and how knowledge transitions from the social to individual. 

The concept of ZPD has clear implications for various sociocultural contexts, 

including, of course, formal educational contexts. Following SCT, when a student 

interacts or collaborates with more capable teachers or peers using sign systems—

particularly language—the student would, over time, be able to acquire concepts that are 

within his/her potential for development, those just beyond his/her current or actual 

competencies. When applied to educational contexts, particularly academic language 

development, the concept of ZPD encourages an investigation of language use by all 

members of the classroom community in consideration of the specific social setting (e.g., 

the grade, the discipline, the lesson objectives).  

For the current study, then, I have foregrounded the educational context in order to 

investigate language use in a specific setting; that is, data were collected specific to 

formal literacy events in kindergarten classrooms at four times during one academic year. 

The context was also critical to the analysis and interpretation of the data collected. To 

ensure a focus on the purposes of academic uses of language in the specific educational 

context, I considered the language functions represented in classroom discourse (refer to 

Table 4 for a list of the language functions coded in the current study). Language 

functions are the purposes for using language, and they guide the linguistic choices made 

by teachers and students in a specific academic context (Bailey & Butler, 2003; Bailey et 

al., 2004; WIDA, 2014). Finally, following SCT, I considered the tools that teachers and 

students bring to formal literacy contexts, that is, in the language they produce and 
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comprehend (i.e., the lexicon and grammar), again, specific to the formal literacy context 

in their classrooms.  

The SCT-foregrounded analyses at all of these levels dovetails ideologically with 

both Bailey and Butler’s (2003) and Snow and Uccelli’s (2009) conceptual frameworks 

for operationalizing academic language, reviewed in section 2.3. In Snow and Uccelli’s 

(2009) pragmatics-based framework, the communicative goals—akin to the language 

functions or purposes—of the particular academic event determine the language choices 

made by teachers and students in that context. Snow and Uccelli explain: “language 

forms represent conventionalized solutions to communicative challenges and that 

decisions about specific forms constitute solutions to those challenges” (p. 122). 

Consistent with SCT, the pragmatics-based framework for operationalizing academic 

language emphasizes the social context. It is the social context that determines the 

language demands based on socioculturally predefined expectations. Students, then, 

appropriate and internalize those language expectations through effectively mediated and 

scaffolded interactions with experts (e.g., teachers and/or peers) within their ZPD. 

Similarly, Bailey and Butler’s (2003) evidence-based framework, while primarily an 

analysis of lexical, syntactic, and discoursal features in operationalizing academic 

language, also consider the language demands of the academic context. In our current 

standards-based K–12 instructional and assessment contexts, those linguistic demands are 

established by the content and ELD standards themselves, and, therefore, by the many 

and varied educational stakeholders involved in the development, adoption, and 

instruction of those standards.  
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3.2.2 ZPD in Educational Research on Young Learners and Diverse Learners 

The concept of ZPD has been widely referenced as a theoretical framework in 

educational research, including research with young learners and with diverse 

populations (Chaiklin, 2003). For example, research on children’s vocabulary acquisition 

that focuses on amount and/or quality of language input in educational contexts asserts 

that instruction in consideration of a student’s ZPD may encourage lexical development 

in both the L1 (e.g., Silverman & DiBara Campbell, 2010; Weizman & Snow, 2001) and 

L2 (e.g., Atkins-Burnett et al., 2017; Spycher, 2009).  

Rooted in Vygotskian SCT, Weizman and Snow (2001) hypothesized that children 

may acquire richer, more diverse, and more sophisticated vocabularies when provided 

with greater lexical input in pedagogical settings (inclusive of home environments) where 

high-quality verbal interactions around vocabulary take place. Their investigation of the 

amount of lexical input and the quality of that input in mother-child pairs found a strong, 

positive relationship between exposure to sophisticated vocabulary, even if exposure was 

minimal (e.g., as little as 1% of the lexical input), and scores on a receptive vocabulary 

assessment (i.e., Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test—Revised [Dunn & Dunn, 1981]), 

both at kindergarten and later at grade 2. Note that quality of that input was defined by 

the amount of lexical support or scaffolding provided by the adult when new words were 

presented in read-alouds and during playtime and mealtime, which is consistent with the 

concept of the ZPD. The study also found that the amount of scaffolded interactions on 

word meaning and word use was strongly and positively related to predicted vocabulary 

performance in kindergarten and grade 2. Weizman and Snow concluded that the 

interactive scaffolding provided in social interactions between the mother-child pairs, in 
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addition to the quantity of lexical input, may contribute positively to a child’s later 

vocabulary knowledge. For a more comprehensive review of this study, refer to section 

2.4.1. 

Atkins-Burnett et al. (2017) focused on expressive vocabulary development among 

linguistically diverse four-year-old students; they investigated the associations between 

peer vocabulary and students’ individual vocabulary knowledge using conceptual scoring 

(i.e., responses were scored as correct if the student provided the appropriate name for an 

object, action, or concept in either of his/her languages, English or Spanish). The concept 

of the ZPD was central to their study, which examined the effects of peer interaction on 

vocabulary development of dual language learners. The interaction between students of 

varying language abilities in classrooms is theorized to potentially allow for learning 

within the ZPD to occur. The researchers estimate peer effects as a conceptual expressive 

vocabulary score; differential peer effects were estimated by language status. Results 

indicated that children in preschool classrooms with more linguistically skilled peers had 

improved expressive vocabulary outcomes at the end of the year. Therefore, the authors 

conclude, given suitable classroom contexts—those that foster interaction among 

linguistically diverse students, especially in small groups or pairings—there is a potential 

for young dual language learners to positively influence each other’s expressive 

vocabulary development in preschool.  

Also investigating vocabulary development but with a focus on science-related, 

academic vocabulary of ELs in kindergarten classrooms, Spycher (2009) considered the 

effect of an intentional, explicit vocabulary intervention on kindergarteners’ vocabulary 

performance and understanding of science. Applying a Vygotskian SCT lens, Spycher 
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hypothesized that planned instructional scaffolding may encourage development of 

discipline-specific vocabulary and concepts, arguing that teachers must strategically and 

meaningfully scaffold science instruction based on students’ individual ZPD. Scaffolded 

instruction should follow a trajectory, from basic understandings of natural phenomena to 

more complex and scientific understandings that allow for discipline-specific ways of 

expressing science knowledge. Additionally, a deliberate, explicit focus on science-

related linguistic features at the lexical level might provide the support students need to 

transition from everyday thinking about science to more complex ways of 

comprehending and expressing science knowledge. Over a five-week period, students 

were taught a total of twenty academic terms found in the texts used for their science 

lessons; words selected for instruction were tier-two (general academic) and tier-three 

(discipline-specific) words (Beck et al., 2002). The vocabulary instruction was 

multifaceted; students practiced phonemic awareness activities using the words, 

composed sentences with the words with teacher support and in peer pairings, and 

answered questions about word meanings. Teachers followed Beck et al.’s (2002) 

framework for robust vocabulary instruction, including the provision of student-friendly 

word definitions, comprehensive explanations of word meanings referencing the text, and 

presentation of the word in graphic or other contexts, such as in pictures or graphic 

organizers. Spycher found that both EL and EO students who received the intervention 

(i.e., targeted vocabulary instruction related to tier-two and tier-three science terms in 

addition to the implicit exposure to discipline-specific vocabulary from teacher read-

alouds and standard science instruction) knew more of the target vocabulary receptively 

than kindergarteners who were exposed only to read-alouds and general science 
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instruction; ELs and EOs who received the intervention also were able to expressively 

communicate about science concepts using the target vocabulary. Hence, well-structured, 

intentional, and supportive interactions between teachers and students focused on 

academic vocabulary in authentic contexts may contribute to gains in both content area 

and academic language learning (Spycher, 2009). 

Markova (2017) also applied a Vygotskian SCT framework in understanding and 

analyzing English language usage among eight bilingual preschoolers; unlike the 

researchers above, though, who focus on vocabulary specifically, Markova followed a 

more holistic approach and considers oral English language development of young ELs in 

general. Markova investigates oral English language development in a small group of 

preschool ELs during teacher-structured, academic classroom activities and during child-

centered, non-academic, free-play activities. The teacher-structured activities included 

print concepts and phonological awareness development, art and media, shared reading, 

and circle time; student-centered activities were peer reading, dramatic play, singing 

songs, indoor and outdoor free play, mealtime, and dance party. Over a six-week period, 

Markova observed the teacher-structured and student-centered activities at the site of 

interest, totaling 143 hours of observational data in the form of field notes. The researcher 

also documented students’ level of engagement (fully engaged, somewhat engaged, not 

engaged) and quantity (minimal, up to one comment; moderate, two-three comments; 

largest, four or more comments produced during the activity) and quality (speaking—

student expressed a comprehensive comment; listening—student displayed listening 

behaviors) of English language use during the activities. To interpret the data, Markova 

converted the mean of each observation type (engagement level, quantity of English, 
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quality of English) by activity type into standardized scores, although her rationale for 

doing so is unclear. Nevertheless, based on her exploratory findings, Markova suggests 

that student-centered free-play activities may afford preschool ELs greater opportunities 

for language use than teacher-structured activities (though the quality of that language 

use was not clearly investigated). While Markova does not discuss or provide examples 

of child-to-child social interactions where English language skills progress within the 

preschoolers’ ZPD, the study does suggest that development of language in non-academic 

contexts between peers should be considered further. Markova concludes that English 

language development may have been facilitated by peer-to-peer interactions that 

occurred within students’ individual ZPD. Note, however, that the teacher-structured 

activities might not have been effectively scaffolded for students. In describing the results 

for quantity of language use, Markova noted that the teacher interacted with the students 

only once during a teacher-structured activity of storytelling; that interaction was to 

prompt students for a non-verbal response related to the story. Regardless, these findings 

should be considered with caution, as that the measure of language development 

(quantity and quality of English use) were based on observational data.  

3.2.2.1 Scaffolding within the ZPD 

The studies discussed above also reference the use of instructional scaffolding. 

Scaffolding has been linked to ZPD in a seminal work by Wood et al. (1976). The 

concept of scaffolding, generally attributed to Bruner (1975, 1983), was originally 

defined as an interaction between a mother and her child in which the mother naturally 

modifies output in order to promote language acquisition in the child. Wood et al. (1976) 

then used the term scaffolding in more formal educational contexts, to link the concept of 
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the ZPD to one-on-one instructional practices between a teacher and child specifically. In 

Wood et al. (1976), scaffolding, defined as the “process that enables a child or novice to 

solve a problem, carry out a task or achieve a goal which would be beyond his unassisted 

efforts” (p. 90), was applied in a series of tutoring sessions for preschool-aged children 

and shown to be an effective method for promoting task completion for children who 

were unable to carry out a task independently.  

More recently, Walqui (2006) put forth a conceptual framework for the use of 

scaffolding to support the instruction of ELs specifically, though highly relevant and 

applicable to all students, in light of new content and language standards that call for 

language learning and development concurrent with academic skills development. That 

is, content standards developed and adopted following NCLB [2002)] as well as ELD 

standards developed or revised to correspond to post-NCLB ELA standards, integrate 

content and language skills, whereas previous standards did not; teachers, therefore, must 

ensure students develop academic and English language skills concurrently (Bailey & 

Heritage, 2014). Walqui clarifies that appropriate scaffolding allows for language and 

academic skills development within a student’s ZPD: “Scaffolding is closely related to 

the ZPD. In fact, it is only within the ZPD that scaffolding can occur…. [W]orking in the 

ZPD means that the learner is assisted by others to be able to achieve more than he or she 

would be able to achieve alone. Scaffolding refers to the detailed circumstances of such 

work in the ZPD” (p. 163). Walqui, following van Lier (2004), further describes six 

required features of instructional scaffolding: continuity, where similar tasks are 

performed in different and interconnected ways; contextual support, where access to an 

accommodating learning environment is provided; intersubjectivity, where participation 
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in the learning environment is mutual and respectful; contingency, where learning goals 

and processes are based on the needs of the student in the moment; handover/takeover, 

where the student gradually takes on more and more of the task with greater 

independence; and flow, where student skills and challenges are well balanced in the 

learning environment. 

Walqui’s (2006) conceptual framework for scaffolded language instruction has since 

been widely referenced in language pedagogy both in the U.S. and internationally (e.g., 

Sheltered Instruction Observational Protocol [SIOP] Model, Echevarria et al., 2013; 

Content and Language Integrated Learning [CLIL]: Evidence from Research in Europe, 

Ruiz de Zarobe & Jimenez Catalan, 2009). Scaffolding has also been expressly called for 

in newly developed or modified ELP standards (e.g., California 2012 English Language 

Development Standards [CA ELD Standards]; California Department of Education, 2013; 

English-Language Proficiency Assessment for the 21st Century [ELPA21], 2014), which 

correspond to newly adopted CCSS or CCR standards. CA ELD Standards call for 

substantial, moderate, to light scaffolding for ELs as appropriate for the academic task 

and based on ELs’ ELP level and cognitive and linguistic needs (2013). Similarly, 

ELPA21 Standards specify:  

ELLs at all levels of ELP should be provided with scaffolding in order to 
reach the next reasonable proficiency level as they develop grade-
appropriate language capacities, particularly those that involve content-
specific vocabulary and registers. The type and intensity of the scaffolding 
provided will depend on each student’s ability to undertake the particular 
task independently while continuing to uphold appropriate complexity for 
the student (p. 15).  

The amplified WIDA standards (2014), as well, explicitly reference the inclusion of 

scaffolding; scaffolding is embedded in the model performance indicators, which serve as 

examples of language that students should engage in during academic contexts. The 
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inclusion of scaffolding in the standards calls for educators to appropriately mediate their 

instruction for ELs, so that ELs also have access to the more rigorous, demanding 

academic content and language required of the CCSS (Bunch et al., 2014; van Lier & 

Walqui, 2012). CCSS for ELA also call for scaffolding of complex texts to ensure all 

students comprehend texts at the high range of difficulty, especially, though with a goal 

of decreasing scaffolding as students begin to exhibit more and more mastery, in line 

with the concept of ZPD (CCSS, 2010). CCSS for ELA in kindergarten, specifically, 

emphasize that proficiency in many of the standards are to be realized “with prompting 

and support” (CCSS, 2010, p. 11).  

With the intentional focus on scaffolding in both content and ELD standards, then, 

the prevalence of educational research on the notion of scaffolding is to be expected. 

However, some researchers have been critical of scaffolding conceptually in that it has 

been conflated with the ZPD. Smagorinsky (2018) warns that scaffolding as linked to 

ZPD is reductionist, causing educators to focus on short-term learning gains made within 

a single or a few limited scaffolded instructional events and devoid of the socio-cultural 

contexts that make allowances for learning and development. Instead, researchers who 

draw on ZPD as a framework to understand and analyze learning must focus on long-

term learning and cognitive development of the whole person. Smagorinsky argues that 

growth within the ZPD is a long-term development process, not a short-term instructional 

modification offered in a single, isolated moment that immediately provides results. 

Smagorinsky highlights Vygotsky’s explanation of the ZPD, which contains references to 

maturation (a lengthy process), as substantiation: “The zone of proximal development 

defines those functions that have not yet matured but are in the process of maturation, 
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functions that will mature tomorrow but are currently in an embryonic state. These 

functions could be termed the ‘buds’ or ‘flowers’ of development rather than the  ‘fruits’ 

of development” (p. 86). Smagorinsky states Vygotsky’s use of terms such as embryonic 

and maturation as well as the budding metaphor indicate development over time, not 

immediate change (p. 255). Smagorinsky additionally argues “the ZPD requires any 

instructional episode to be contextualized, not only in terms of the immediate 

surroundings but also in light of the value systems embedded in the assumptions of these 

surroundings through their historical practices and institutional values” (pp. 255-256). As 

such, in order for scaffolding to be linked to ZPD, it must be designed in consideration of 

the sociocultural, historical implications of the academic context, and adapted to 

students’ needs based on their own backgrounds, cultures, languages, and cognitive 

development.  

Gutiérrez (2008) reconceptualizes the ZPD as a collective, collaborative, and 

interactive “Third Space” (Gutiérrez’s term, p. 148) that, like the ZPD, is mediated by 

sign systems and artifacts and influenced by the social, cultural, and historical 

experiences of those involved, to benefit, particularly, students from non-dominant 

cultures whose backgrounds may not be consistent with those of their teachers. Gutiérrez 

describes the Third Space as “a transformative space where the potential for an expanded 

form of learning and the development of new knowledge are heightened” (p. 152). The 

Third Space allows for the intersection between formal academic contexts and students’ 

range of practices in out-of-school contexts for the purpose of developing student 

academic knowledge and language skills. As students bring the full range of their 

linguistic repertories to comprehending and expressing information about new 
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knowledge, they draw on existing social, cultural, and historical perspectives (a 

prerequisite of development in the ZPD). Gutiérrez asserts that the Third Space facilitates 

the transformation of knowledge from basic, everyday concepts into academic concepts, 

which Vygotsky (1978) calls “scientific” concepts.  

To exemplify the Third Space, Gutiérrez documents and describes the long-term 

development of a written, critical autobiography, called a testimonio, by a teenage 

migrant student named Ave. The testimonio, written and revised by Ave with iterative 

feedback from peers and teachers, “is a hybrid text, a sociopolitical narrative shared 

orally and witnessed in an intimate and respectful learning community and, at the same 

time, written using the traditional conventions of academic texts” (p. 149). The 

development of such a text, which intentionally draws on sociocultural and historical 

experiences of Ave and her community, goes beyond what a student can do through 

scaffolded instruction to encompass an educational space that allows for rich cycles of 

learning and development via multiple and layered educational contexts with teachers 

and peers. By the end of the four-week process, Ave was able to independently carry out 

the writing task—meeting formal, academic expectations—and “could accomplish it in 

new ways, drawing on new tools, replacing one psychological function with another” ( p. 

156). The Third Space requires quite a different kind of curriculum and pedagogy than 

what is currently realized in schools across the U.S., however. Gutiérrez (2008) rightly 

asserts that instruction in the Third Space would require a “paradigm shift in what counts 

as schooling for youth in the United States” (p. 148). Because that paradigm shift has not 

yet occurred on a state or national level, let us consider how we can begin to understand 

academic language through an SCT framework in current academic contexts. 
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3.3 The Language of Ideas and the Language of Display 

With Smagorinsky’s (2018) cautionary remarks regarding conflation of scaffolding 

with ZPD and Gutiérrez’s (2008) reconceptualization of ZPD as a Third Space in mind, 

the current study considers the Vygotskian sociocultural concept of the ZPD as a 

theoretical framework for investigating the social and academic interactions that enable 

learning and development through mediation appropriate to the educational context. 

Additionally, the current study considers Bunch’s (2014) reconceptualization of academic 

language as the “language of ideas” and “the language of display” as a complementary 

framework that accounts specifically for what students can do with language as they 

acquire academic content knowledge and advance their English-language proficiency 

within the classroom context, in collaboration and interaction with their peers and their 

educators. Bunch highlights how students use language while engaging in academic 

activities using the concepts of “the language of ideas” and “the language of display.” 

Bunch describes the language of ideas as “uses of any and all linguistic resources 

students bring to bear of the engagement in and completion of an academic task, no 

matter how far from ‘literate’ language it is” (p. 74), whereas the language of display 

“refers to the evolving oral and written texts students develop, either individually or as a 

group, to present to particular academic audiences” (p. 74).  

The current study operationalizes the language of ideas and the language of display 

through an analysis of the language functions instantiated in the classroom discourse; that 

is, all utterances—from what traditionally might be categorized as everyday, informal 

talk to talk that would generally be considered more academic in form—has been coded 

for the language function represented. A language function is “the purpose for which oral 
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or written communication is being used; language functions guide the choices in 

language use and structure as well as the social relationships being established” (p. 112, 

WIDA, 2014). Hence, the study captures the wide range of linguistic repertoires actuated 

during academic uses of language in formal literacy contexts. ELs are in the parallel 

processes of learning the language of instruction while learning academic content, and 

while these parallel processes are necessary for the academic achievement for ELs 

(Kibler et al., 2014; Kibler et al. 2015), it becomes that much more critical that 

researchers, educators, and other stakeholders understand how these students can use 

their developing English language skills in learning academic content. Bunch’s shift in 

focus from the linguistic features of academic language as the key unit of analysis to 

multi-layered language usage and practices as the unit of analysis invites an examination 

of how ELs come to understand academic concepts presented in an English-medium 

classroom using any or all the linguistic resources available to them. Bunch argues, 

“focusing primarily on the distinction between ‘academic’ and ‘other’ forms and uses of 

language can unintentionally mask how students productively use a wide variety of 

linguistic resources to approach academic tasks” (p. 72). The objective, Bunch suggests, 

should be to understand ELs’ language usage and practices in accessing academic content 

so that researchers and educators can create educational contexts that are optimal for the 

development of language needed for academic success. Importantly, Bunch argues, this 

reconceptualization of academic language does not exclude the need for an explicit focus 

on language features of academic contexts; students still require appropriate examples of 

academic language as models. Rather, the focus on the language of ideas/the language of 

display encourages an understanding of all of the linguistic repertoires at play in ELs’ 
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endeavors to achieve English language proficiency and academic success in English-

medium classrooms. 

To my knowledge, no study has applied Bunch’s “the language of ideas” and “the 

language of display” as a framework for understanding and analyzing academic language 

in young and/or linguistically diverse learners. The present study, then, offers a novel 

approach to interpreting academic discourse in kindergarten classrooms inclusive of ELs. 

This approach, informed by Bunch’s concepts of “the language of ideas” and “the 

language of display,” allows for a broader analysis of classroom language that takes into 

consideration both traditional notions of what is representative of academic language 

(e.g., vocabulary, grammar), as well as contemporary ideas related to the full breadth of 

students’ linguistic repertoires that may contribute to learning and development in 

academic contexts. In order for educators to effectively design educational contexts and 

supportive pedagogical interactions that promote meaningful, academic uses of language 

for all students, it is critical that we define, document, and describe the full range of 

linguistic resources used in classroom discourse on academic topics.  

3.4 Research Questions 

It is clear that the distinctive features and representations of what can be defined as 

academic language in kindergarten are not fully understood, and only a few attempts have 

been made to describe the linguistic resources and classroom practices involved in the 

acquisition of academic language for young ELs and EOs. And yet CCR standards 

require kindergarteners, inclusive of ELs, to engage in and understand that very language. 

Indeed, school success for ELs depends on their access to and understanding of academic 
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language (Anstrom et al., 2010; Bailey et al., 2010; Bailey et al., 2014; Bunch et al., 

2014; DiCerbo et al., 2014; Kibler et al., 2015; Schleppegrell, 2004; Valdés, 2004). With 

the population of school-aged ELs expected to continue to increase dramatically, it is 

critical that academic language be systematically defined, documented, and described 

(Anstrom et al., 2010, p. viii), beginning at the very onset of students' formal educational 

experiences. However, it is not only the lexical and semantic features of academic 

discourse in kindergarten that requires investigation. In addition to distinguishing the 

linguistic features of academic language at the earliest of grades, a more comprehensive 

approach to understanding academic language as instantiated in educational contexts for 

young ELs and EOs is urgently needed in this era of standards-based education reform 

(see Menken et al., 2014).  

Relatively few studies have investigated academic language in kindergarten 

classrooms, which is the first year of formal schooling for many students; even fewer 

have considered the multiple levels of academic language in their analyses: lexical, 

syntactic, and discoursal. In order to contribute to the much-needed literature on 

operationalizing the construct of academic language and understanding academic 

language usage in kindergarten contexts inclusive of ELs and EOs, the present study 

addresses the following research questions.  

1. How is language used—at the lexical, syntactic, and discoursal levels—during 

academic literacy tasks in linguistically diverse kindergarten classrooms?  

2. How is academic language proficiency at the end of the academic year related to 

students’ language status (EL or EO), degree of exposure to academic language in 
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kindergarten, prior exposure to formal classroom contexts (i.e., preschool 

experience), gender, and age?  
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CHAPTER 4  METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Research Design 

I conducted my research in eight kindergarten classrooms at two elementary schools 

in a suburban mid-Atlantic school district. Nine teachers and 69 kindergarteners, 26 of 

whom were designated as ELs, participated in the study.  

I collected multiple data sources to reduce potential bias. Data were comprised of test 

responses and scores for two assessments, recordings and transcripts of classroom 

discourse across one school year, classroom observational notes, and student and teacher 

background informational questionnaires. 

I administered two assessments to each student, a researcher-developed academic 

language and literacy assessment and subtests of the Woodcock-Munoz Language 

Survey–Revised (Woodcock et al., 2005) in December 2018 and again in June 2019. As 

part of the validation process, and to ensure that the test content on the researcher-

developed assessment elicited information as intended and that constructed-response 

items elicited appropriate responses based on students’ language proficiency, I conducted 

a pilot study in November 2018. Refinements to the researcher-developed assessment 

were made based on the pilot findings. 

I also observed each of the eight classrooms during literacy events four times over the 

course of the academic year; this allowed for a widespread sampling of typical language 

use throughout the academic year. I recorded classroom discourse, had the recordings 

professionally transcribed, and collected classroom observational notes following an 
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observational protocol adapted from Coker Jr. et al (2016). The teachers completed 

student and teacher background informational questionnaires. 

For qualitative analyses of classroom discourse and observational notes, I followed a 

basic qualitative design (Merriam, 2009, Schreier, 2014). I coded content for use of 

sophisticated words, syntactic complexity of utterances, and type of language function, as 

informed by conceptual frameworks from Bailey and Butler (2003) and Snow and Uccelli 

(2009). I reviewed the coded content for any relevant recurring patterns related to lexical, 

syntactic, and discoursal demands, following the constant-comparative method (Merriam, 

2009, p. 30) and completed additional rounds of coding. 

For quantitative analyses, I calculated the percentage of sophisticated words, 

syntactically complex utterances, and alignment of classroom discourse to ELA 

standards. Additionally, I conducted multiple regression analyses to examine the 

relationship between participants’ academic language proficiency and their language 

status, degree of exposure to academic language, preschool experience, gender, and age 

at the end of the school year. Two such separate multiple regressions were computed, one 

with the scores on the researcher-developed assessment as the dependent variable and a 

second with the WMLS-R scores as the dependent variable. I then also conducted 

multiple regression analyses with the inclusion of the pretest score as a covariate in the 

model. 

The sections that follow describe the participants, measures, data collection, and data 

analysis plan. 
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4.2 Participants 

4.2.1 Schools and Classes 

Two elementary schools, both serving kindergarten through grade two (K–2) 

students, in one suburban mid-Atlantic school district participated in the study.  These 

two schools will be referred to as The Pine School and the Oak School in this paper. 

These schools are situated in a high-performing school district as detailed by the state’s 

annual School Performance Report; that is, the district met or exceeded the proficiency 

rates for federal accountability in the annual, statewide English language arts and 

mathematics assessments. The Pine School and Oak School are both culturally and 

linguistically diverse K–2 elementary schools, in comparison to other schools in the state. 

The schools had an above-average percentage of ELs, in comparison to the state—at 

4.9%—and national—at 9.5% [U.S. Department of Education, 2017]): 15.8% at both of 

the schools, based on the 2017–18 School Performance Report. Within the district, 51% 

of students speak English at home, 33.5% speak Spanish, 4.1% speak Gujarati, 1.4% 

speak Hindi, 1.2% speak Telugu, and 8.8% speak other languages. The 2017–18 School 

Performance Report also lists 38.1% of the student population districtwide as 

economically disadvantaged.  

The day at both schools begins at 8:50 a.m. and ends at 3:25 p.m.; kindergarten is a 

full day program, with one hour for lunch and recess. The daily kindergarten schedule 

includes 60 minutes for reading; 40 minutes for writing; 30 minutes for literacy-related 

mini lessons, including independent reading; 25 minutes for math; 30 minutes for 
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foundational literacy skills; 30 minutes for science or social studies, 20 minutes for 

cooperative play; and 40 minutes for art, music, gym, or library (one per day).  

Each of the classrooms followed a similar organization, with students sitting at tables; 

each table accommodated four to five students. The teacher’s desk was in various 

locations based on the layout and size of the room. At the front of each class was a rug 

with colored squares where students sat during many of the whole-class literacy 

activities, such as shared reading and Fundations. A chair or rocking chair was also at the 

front of the classroom, for the teacher. Each classroom also included centers, that is, 

small-group areas focused on a particular learning format for students: a listening center, 

where students listened, via headphones, to audio books; a technology center, where 

students had access to Chrome Books; a writing center, complete with worksheets, paper 

with write-on lines, and tile boards with magnetic letters; a word work center, where 

students practiced sight words and high-frequency words; and a reading center, where 

students could read independently, or read to a peer. The schools follow a district-

developed set of curriculum objectives for each content area that is aligned with state 

content standards. The ELA program, specifically at kindergarten through grade 2, is 

purported to be a balanced literacy program, featuring high-quality children’s literature, 

the Journeys Reading program, and the Fundations foundational literacy skills program. 

Writing is supported via the Empowering Writers program. Kindergarten and grade 1 

students are assessed four times annually via the STAR Early Literacy computer-based 

assessment. Students who are designated as ELs are assigned to a bilingual program 

(available for Spanish speakers only), pull-out English as a second language (ESL) 

services, or push-in ESL service, as determined by the school administration in 
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collaboration with the district bilingual/ESL supervisors and/or coordinators. The district 

follows a high-intensity ESL program, defined by the state as a program alternative 

comprised of two or more daily class periods of ESL instruction. 

From these schools, I obtained sufficient parent consent forms to include eight 

classrooms in the study: five classrooms from the Pine School and three classrooms from 

the Oak School. All but one of the eight classrooms, which was a bilingual English-

Spanish class, were general education kindergarten classrooms. There were 18–20 

students in each classroom. 

4.2.2 Teachers 

Nine kindergarten teachers, all female, and one special education teacher, also 

female, were the teacher participants in this research study. These teachers taught in the 

eight classrooms observed. One of the eight classrooms had two different teachers during 

the year; the teacher who led the class from September through early May was a 

maternity-leave substitute teacher, and the teacher who led the class in May and June 

returned from maternity leave. Only one classroom of the eight had two teachers for the 

full academic year: a kindergarten teacher and a special education teacher. All but one 

teacher self-identified as a monolingual English speaker; the bilingual classroom teacher 

self-identified as an English and Spanish speaker. Five teachers had 0–5 years of full-

time kindergarten teaching experience, two had 6–10 years of experience, and two had 

ten or more years of experience, as shown in Table 2. All names are pseudonyms, to 

protect the privacy of participants. 
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Table 2: Teacher Characteristics 

School Teacher Years of 
Teaching  

Language(s) 
Spoken 

Pine 

Ms. Evans 2–5 English 
Ms. Olson/Ms. Murray 0–1/2–5 English 
Ms. Rogers 2–5 English 
Ms. Sanchez 2–5 English, Spanish 
Ms. Scott 10+ English 

Oak 
Ms. Davis 10+ English 
Ms. Moore 0–1 English 
Ms. Price 6–10 English 

4.2.3 Students 

Each of the eight classrooms included 18–20 students; across these classrooms, the 

average proportion of ELs, based on teacher report, was 16% (in the bilingual class, 

100% of students were ELs). So, with the exception of the bilingual classroom, EOs 

comprised the majority of all classrooms. Sixty-nine students (fall age, M = 5.5) in the 

eight kindergarten classrooms were the student participants in this research study. The 

sample consisted of nearly equal proportions of female (35) and male (34) students. A 

total of 43 students were identified by their teachers as having a home language of 

English; these students comprise the English-only (EO) students in the study. A total of 

26 were identified as having a language other than English as their primary home 

language, as indicated on the parent questionnaire or, if the parent questionnaire was not 

returned, as indicated on the student background questionnaire completed by the teacher; 

these students are the ELs in the study. Home languages included: Chinese (1), Gujarati 

(2), Hindi (1), Spanish (17), Telugu (2), Turkish (1), and unknown (2). Of these EL 

students, 11 were identified as receiving language support services (bilingual English-

Spanish, pull-out English as a second language [ESL] services, or push-in ESL services). 
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One EO student participant had a speech-related Individualized Education Plan (IEP); 

one EL student participant was in the process of being assessed for special education 

services. Of the 69 student participants, 52 had formal preschool experiences: full- or 

part-time preschool in English or in their home language. Five students had no formal 

preschool experience, and, for 12 students, preschool experience was not reported. I 

estimated data regarding preschool status following the “prior knowledge” consideration 

outlined in Tabachnick and Fidell (2014, p. 100). That is, because it could not be 

assumed that these students attended preschool, these students were coded as having no 

formal preschool experience; this is a limitation of the study. 

4.3 Measures 

4.3.1 Academic Language and Literacy Assessment 

A researcher-developed assessment of academic language and literacy was 

administered to participants twice: in December 2018 and again in June 2019. The 

assessment was comprised of 14 questions (10 single-select multiple choice, 4 

constructed response) totaling 19 points. The lack of availability of an assessment 

measuring academic language and literacy expectations specifically at kindergarten led 

me to develop such an assessment for this research study following test development 

specifications described by Bachman and Palmer (1996) and McKay (2006). This 

researcher-developed assessment of academic language and literacy (ALLA) featured a 

32-page non-fiction trade book, Sea Otters (Marsh, 2014), which is part of the National 

Geographic Kids informational series. The book is leveled by the publisher as “Level 1: 

Starting to read,” and is marketed for children ages 5–8 who are starting to read 
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independently. The book was selected based on a quantitative measure, i.e., appropriate 

grade-level complexity for a read-aloud text with a Lexile level of 540L (MetaMetrics, 

2020); the Lexile level is determined based on word frequency and sentence length. A 

Lexile level of 540L indicates the book is appropriate for independent reading by 

students in the 90th percentile at the end of first grade (MetaMetrics, 2020). Note, 

however, that the text was read aloud to students during administration; independent 

reading of the text was not assessed. Because the text was read aloud to students, as 

opposed to requiring students to read independently at this grade, the text was accessible 

to kindergarteners who are in varying stages of literacy development.  

Additionally, Sea Otters was selected based on qualitative measures, as follows. The 

book has a high-interest level (i.e., cute animals are a popular topic in kindergarten 

classrooms) and includes many full-page, attractive, full-color photographs. It contains 

sufficient tier 2 and tier 3 vocabulary (e.g., mammals, kelp, steer, glide, groom, rafts), 

which is defined or glossed in the text (Beck et al., 2013). Sea Otters contains sentences 

that are at appropriate syntactic complexity for the grade, both within and across 

sentences; that is, the text includes simple, compound, and some complex sentences with 

repeated sentence patterns and appropriate cohesive devices and overall coherence 

(MetaMetrics, 2020). Finally, Sea Otters features a well-marked and established 

informational text structure (CCSS for ELA, 2010); that is, it provides a description of a 

particular animal (from general description of the sea otter to details about its habitat, 

diet, physical features, and birth of young and parenting). 

I developed 14 test items related to the text, including both selected-response and 

constructed-response items. Because language and literacy demands of the kindergarten 
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classroom are informed by the content standards adopted by the state, items were 

developed to align to the NJSLS-ELA (2017)—specifically standards on reading 

informational texts, foundational literacy skills, speaking and listening, and language—as 

well as the state’s ELD standards (WIDA, 2012). The ALLA was developed following an 

iterative design process; that is, the researcher developed the test items, scoring rubrics, 

and targeted standards alignment. Following a review by an expert applied linguist, 

revisions were made to both the test items themselves and the scoring rubrics (no changes 

were made to the targeted standards alignment). Following principles for the selection of 

assessment tasks (pp. 109–120, McKay, 2006), the reviewer confirmed the researcher-

developed assessment aligns with state standards for kindergarten, confirmed the test 

appears to measure academic language expectations of kindergarten, and confirmed the 

test items are at an appropriate difficulty and interest level for kindergarten. McKay’s 

(2006) task-selection principles are: 

1. Select task and procedures to suit the characteristics of young learners. 

2. Assess the learner’s most relevant abilities for language use. 

3. Make assessment choices that ensure the assessment is valid and reliable and 

has a positive impact. 

4. ‘Bias for best’ but maintain high expectations. 

5. Engage learners intellectually. 

6. Draw from multiple sources of information. 

Principle 1: I carefully considered student characteristics of age, interest, and likely 

motivations in test development; the informational text selected is a familiar genre for 

many kindergarteners and, indeed, other texts in the National Geographic Kids 
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informational series were available in their classrooms. The pilot study, described in 

detail in section 4.3.2, confirmed student interest and engagement in the text. Principle 2: 

To ensure skills assessed are those students need for success in language and literacy 

proficiency, I aligned items with state ELA and ELD standards; appropriate alignment 

was confirmed by a second reviewer. Principle 3: While a full-scale validity study was 

not within scope of the current study, validity of the ALLA was considered via review by 

a professional ELP test developer and correlation with standardized, norm-referenced 

assessment (refer to section 4.3.2.1). Principle 4: To ensure students had the opportunity 

to perform their best on the assessment, the assessment was untimed, students were 

provided breaks as needed, and students were only tested if they agreed to testing at that 

time. (Only one student did not agree to testing during a morning session, but then 

confirmed he could be tested during the afternoon testing session.) Principle 5: I 

confirmed with the professional test developers of ELP assessments for young learners as 

well as with teacher participants that the informational text, the basis for the test items, 

was of sufficient difficultly to engage student intellectually. Additionally, test items were 

aligned to standards to ensure appropriate rigor; content and English language 

development standards require students to engage in cognitively and linguistically 

complex academic practices (van Lier & Walqui, 2012). Principle 6: To ensure 

information about student ability was drawn from multiple sources, both the researcher-

developed assessment and a standardized, norm-referenced assessment were 

administered.  
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4.3.2 Pilot Test of the ALLA 

The ALLA was then piloted by the researcher in early fall 2018 to eight kindergarten 

students (four male, four female) at the same school district; these students did not 

participate in the larger study. Their classroom teacher completed the student background 

questionnaire for each pilot participant. Three of the eight students were identified by 

their teachers as having a primary home language of Spanish; the remaining five students 

were monolingual English speakers. The pilot was conducted to determine whether the 

test items elicited information as intended and whether constructed-response items 

elicited appropriate responses based on students’ language proficiency as reported by 

their teacher. I documented student responses in an Excel workbook during 

administration in addition to audio recording each administration. Reponses were 

reviewed solely for the purpose of evaluating the quality of the items. I reviewed the 

responses to each item as well as the English language proficiency level of the students as 

reported by their teachers in the student background questionnaire. Refinements were 

made to the test items based on student response behaviors and patterns. Items that did 

not perform as anticipated (e.g., those which students at a high level of English language 

proficiency should have answered correctly) were revised. The revised test items, rubrics, 

and alignment were then reviewed by a professional test developer with extensive 

experience in test design and development of K–2 ELP assessments; minor revisions 

were made to test items only. For example, a distracter in an item was revised because it 

was found to be technically correct, though it was not referenced in the informational 

text; additionally, scoring rubrics were revised for clarity and comprehensiveness. The 

second reviewer also confirmed alignment, appropriateness of the language expectations 
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of the assessment, and appropriate difficulty and interest level of the test items. Refer to  

Appendix D for the ALLA test questions. 

4.3.3 Woodcock-Munoz Language Survey–Revised  

The WMLS–R (Woodcock, Munoz-Sandoval, Ruef, & Alvarado, 2005) is a 

frequently used standardized language proficiency assessment in U.S. K–12 schools 

(Esquinca et al., 2005). Two subtests of the WMLS–R were administered to the 69 

student participants in December 2018 and June 2019: Picture Vocabulary, which 

measures vocabulary knowledge and language development, and Story Recall, which 

measures language comprehension and oral expression. In the Picture Vocabulary Test, 

the student views illustrations up to 59 objects and expresses the name of the object, with 

objects to be named increasing in difficulty. Students receive one point per correct 

response. Testing is discontinued when student provides six consecutive incorrect 

responses. In the Story Recall Test, the student listens to a series of stories that increase 

in length from one simple sentence to eight more syntactically complex sentences; the 

student must then retell the key elements of each story. There are a total of 11 items on 

this test; students receive one point for each story element they correctly retell. Testing is 

discontinued once student recalls fewer key elements than prescribed by the test item. 

Median reliability coefficient across all ages for the former is .92, the latter is .76; the 

publisher also reports the WMLS–R is a strong measure of cognitive-academic language 

proficiency based on the pattern of correlations with other validated, standardized 

assessments, including the Woodcock-Johnson III; Wechsler Intelligence Scale for 
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Children, 3rd edition; Language Assessment Scales; and the IDEA Oral Language 

Proficiency Test (Alvarado et al., 2005). 

The researcher was trained to administer the WMLS–R by a licensed psychologist 

who specializes in cognitive and neuropsychological assessment.  

4.4 Data Collection 

4.4.1 Student Background and Teacher Questionnaires 

In the fall of 2018, teachers completed the student background questionnaire for each 

of the participating students (refer to Appendix B) and the teacher and para-professional 

questionnaire (refer to Appendix C). I provided the questionnaires to teachers as printed 

copies and also provided electronic copies for convenience. I reviewed completed 

questionnaires once turned in to ensure all questions were answered in full. I spoke with 

teachers in person regarding any missing data. Some teachers were unable to complete 

the questionnaires in full, citing limited time availability. Care was taken to ensure 

identifying information from teachers and students was removed from all data files.  

4.4.2 Observations of Classrooms 

Four times during the 2018–2019 academic year (fall 2018, early winter 2019, late 

winter 2019, and spring 2019), I observed each of the eight classrooms during teacher-

designed literacy events. I scheduled observation dates and times in advance with 

individual teachers and explained that I would like to observe various literacy events, as 

described in the New Jersey Student Learning Standards for English Language Arts 

(NJSLS-ELA, 2017), that occur typically in their classrooms, e.g., literacy centers (small 
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group interaction on a specific literacy skill or topic; groups rotate among the centers or 

stations); shared reading (whole class read-aloud, often featuring big or oversized books); 

guided reading (small group reading of a leveled reader); partner reading; independent 

reading; composing (including drawing, dictating, and /or writing) of opinion, 

informational, or narrative content or texts; vocabulary lessons; comprehension-focused 

lessons; vocabulary lessons; non-fiction- or fiction-related activities; science-, social 

studies-, or math-based literacy activities. I audio-recorded each observation; total 

observation time was 21 hours, 51 minutes. During the observations, I captured 

observational notes following an observational protocol adapted from Coker Jr. et al 

(2016; refer to Table 3). In addition to a space for observational notes, the observational 

protocol featured a table to capture the following elements of the formal literacy event: 

instructional focus, specific reading focus, specific writing focus, materials in use, 

student groupings, classroom management style, scaffolding in use, teacher activity 

format, and language focus. This provided a quick reference of classroom activities, 

format, and a high-level overview of classroom discourse for each observation. 

Observations were sometimes disrupted by unanticipated school events, such as student 

illness and lockdown drills. Two observations of one classroom included a substitute 

teacher due to sudden teacher illness. All intelligible speech in the audio recordings of 

classroom discourse was transcribed, inclusive of spontaneous teacher and student talk as 

well as picture book or other read-alouds.  

Other studies that have analyzed classroom discourse for lexical and/or syntactic 

complexity of language have focused on content from a single observation and analyzed 

shorter lengths of discourse. Barnes and Dickinson (2017) analyzed data from one shared 
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reading event totaling an average of 12 minutes across 52 classrooms (approximately ten 

hours of data). Bowers and Vasilyeva (2011) analyzed data from one group instruction 

period and one snack time period, for a total of 90 minutes across 10 classrooms (15 

hours of data), though the authors note that, ideally, speech samples should be obtained 

from across several days. Finally, Gámez and Lesaux (2012) analyzed an average of 43 

minutes of ELA instruction across 22 classrooms (about 17 hours of data). The current 

study focused on eight classrooms considers close to 22 hours of classroom discourse 

related to formal literacy events across 32 observations. 

4.4.3 Test Administration 

In early December 2018 and early June 2019, I administered to each of the student 

participants a researcher-developed assessment of academic language and literacy 

(ALLA) as well as two subtests of the Woodcock-Munoz Language Survey–Revised 

(WMLS–R, Woodcock, Munoz-Sandoval, Ruef, Alvarado, 2005). During both 

administrations at the Oak School, I was provided use of the teacher’s conference room 

and faculty room to test students. During both administrations at the Pine School, I tested 

students at a table set up in the hallway near the teacher’s classrooms. I tested each 

student individually, sitting side by side with the student so that he or she could follow 

along in the academic text as I read aloud and asked questions and follow along with the 

visuals provided for the WMLS-R as I asked questions. I documented all student 

responses. If students appeared distracted at any time during the assessment, I allowed for 

breaks, and then resumed testing. The average testing session was 14 minutes, 38 seconds 
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(range of 10 minutes, 29 seconds to 21 minutes, 50 seconds). Following testing, students 

were given stickers to thank them for their participation.  

The ALLA was administered to each of the 69 student participants individually in a 

quiet area of the school that was designated by the school principal for testing. The story 

was read aloud, and test items were embedded and presented at key points in the story. 

That is, a test item was administered directly following the read aloud of the information 

to which the test item relates. For example, after reading the first two pages of the story, I 

paused and asked the student the first question related to information from those first two 

pages. This administration format simulated shared reading activities in kindergarten 

classrooms, and students seemed comfortable with the format. Test administration went 

smoothly, and only limited student breaks due to distraction were needed. The ALLA 

was administered by the researcher in English. Because the study does not compare 

students’ performance on different assessments, raw scores were used for all analyses. 

The Picture Vocabulary Test and Story Recall Test of the WMLS-R were 

administered to each student individually by the researcher in English directly following 

the administration of the ALLA. The Picture Vocabulary Test was administered first, 

followed by the Story Recall Test. Test questions were presented in the exact order and 

following the exact directions noted in the test book. Administration went smoothly, and 

only limited breaks were needed for students who appeared to be distracted. Raw scores 

were used for all analyses. 
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4.5 Data Analysis 

This study includes both qualitative and quantitative analyses. The sections below 

describe how classroom discourse was analyzed qualitatively at the lexical, syntactic, and 

discoursal levels of academic language use in formal literacy events and how data were 

analyzed quantitatively to investigate whether students’ academic language development 

at the end of one academic year is related to their language status, degree of exposure to 

academic language in kindergarten, prior exposure to formal classroom contexts, gender, 

and age.  

4.5.1 Qualitative Analysis 

A basic qualitative design guided data collection and analyses (Merriam, 2009; 

Schreier, 2014). Such a design is commonly applied in qualitative educational research 

that investigates how meaning is constructed in specific contexts (Merriam, 2009). 

Following Merriam, the methodology requires the researcher to collect multiple, related 

forms of data (e.g., observations, field notes, documents specific to the context) and 

analyze the data for recurring, characteristic patterns or themes. These recurring patterns 

provide evidence of the phenomenon under consideration; the interpretation of the 

recurring patterns within the data are the qualitative findings (Merriam, 2009, p. 23).  

Consistent with basic qualitative research methodology, multiple forms of data were 

collected and analyzed: teacher background questionnaires, student background 

questionnaires, observational notes taken during data collection, audio recordings, and 

transcripts of oral classroom discourse. 
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4.5.1.1 Teacher and Student Background Informational Questionnaires 

Information obtained from the teacher and student questionnaires provided 

demographic details and also provided context for understanding the larger qualitative 

and quantitative results. Teachers’ self-reported years of experience, familiarity with state 

content standards and ELD standards, understanding and definitions of academic 

language, and knowledge of language pedagogy help to contextualize study findings 

related to classroom discourse.  

4.5.1.3 Coding of Lesson Format and Features 

Observational notes were captured following an observational protocol adapted from 

Coker Jr. et al. (2016), so that the lesson focus, materials, groupings, classroom 

management, teacher activity, and language focus were noted. Refer to Table 3. 

Table 3: Classroom Observational Protocol 
Category Specific Focus 

Instructional focus Reading, writing, foundational literacy skills, other academic 
content 

Specific reading 
focus 

Decoding, phonological awareness, vocabulary, reading 
comprehension 

Specific writing 
focus 

Handwriting, mechanics/conventions, keyboarding, writing 

Materials Textbook; leveled readers; picture, story-, chapter book (list); 
other (list) 

Student groupings Whole class, small group (list grouping type), pair (list pair 
type), individual 

Classroom 
management 

Teacher-centered, teacher-student, student-student, technology 

Scaffolding Verbal, procedural, instructional, other 

Teacher activity Lecture/presentation, interaction/discussion, modeling/ 
conferencing/coaching/scaffolding, other (list) 

Language focus Letter level, phrase level, sentence level, text level 

Following the observational protocol, I noted the instructional focus of the literacy 

event: reading, writing, foundational literacy skills, and/or other academic content. If the 
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event was specific to reading, I then coded the specific reading focus: decoding, 

phonological, awareness, vocabulary, and/or comprehension. If the event was specific to 

writing, I coded the specific writing focus: handwriting, mechanics, keyboarding, and/or 

writing/composing. Additionally, I coded the language focus: letter-, word-, phrase-, 

sentence-, or text-level instruction. I captured the types of materials in use; that is, 

textbooks, leveled readers, picture books, storybooks, chapter books, worksheets, and 

videos. I also categorized the student groupings—whole class, small group, pair, 

individual—as well as the teacher activity—lecture, presentation, interaction, discussion, 

modeling, conferencing, and/or coaching. I categorized the classroom organizational style 

as well: teacher-centered, teacher-student, student-student, and/or technology. Finally, I 

documented the general classroom layout and the duration of the literacy event. The 

completed protocols were also used for triangulation of the data; coding of classroom 

discourse was reviewed against the completed protocols to help ensure coding by 

language function aligned with protocol notes related to instructional focus, language 

focus, scaffolding, and teacher activity format.  

The observational notes documented on the protocols for each of the classroom visits 

across the school year provided background for understanding the qualitative and 

quantitative analyses of classroom discourse. 

4.5.1.2 Coding of Classroom Discourse 

Because the study operationalizes academic language as the lexical, syntactic, and 

discoursal levels of discourse in formal literacy events, as informed by conceptual 

frameworks from Bailey and Butler (2003) and Snow and Uccelli (2009), the initial 

coding of data focused on the concept-driven categories of lexical complexity, syntactic 
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complexity, and language functions. I began the qualitative analysis process broadly by 

listening to the audio files while reviewing the corresponding segmented transcripts and 

referring to field notes and teacher and student questionnaires accordingly; I documented 

any initial ideas regarding lexical and syntactic complexity and language functions. I then 

selected two transcripts, one from a Pine School classroom and the other from an Oak 

School classroom, for pilot coding in NVivo12, in order to ensure the coding scheme was 

appropriate before carrying out a comprehensive analysis of the data. Following Merriam 

(2009), who noted that category refinement is needed if units of data fit into multiple 

categories (p. 185), I made adjustments to the language functions coding scheme, 

combining language functions related to reading of literary and informational texts since 

the coding for these entirely overlapped in the pilot coding sample. I then coded all 

content for use of sophisticated words, syntactic complexity of utterances (refer to Table 

5), and type of language function (refer to Table 4) represented by the utterances. In an 

iterative and inductive process, I then reviewed the coded content for any relevant 

recurring patterns related to lexical, syntactic, and discoursal demands, following the 

constant-comparative method (Merriam, 2009, p. 30). That is, I reviewed a segment of 

data and compared it to other segments to determine similarities and differences between 

the segments. This led to additional subcategories for lexical and syntactic usage, but not 

for discoursal usage (i.e., language function), likely because a comprehensive coding 

scheme was developed and applied for the latter (refer to section 4.3.1.2). I then 

completed a second round of coding by subcategory. For lexical usage, subcategories 

were direct vocabulary instruction, textual connections, metalanguage, and verbal 

scaffolding. For syntactic usage, subcategories were modeling, background knowledge, 
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comprehension checks, clarification, and organizational talk. Results are described in 

chapter 5. 

All intelligible speech in the audio recordings of classroom discourse was transcribed, 

inclusive of spontaneous teacher and student talk as well as picture book or other read-

alouds. Transcription was completed by a professional transcriber and evaluated by a 

reviewer for accuracy (with a minimum 99% accuracy rate; the reviewer reviewed the 

transcription alongside the audio file following a grading rubric. Any transcription that 

did not meet the accuracy rate were subject to revision by a transcriber designated as an 

experienced transcriber by the firm). I then coded all transcriptions in NVivo 12 Pro 

following a coding scheme focused on language function that is detailed below. 

To operationalize Bunch’s (2014) reconceptualization of academic language as “the 

language of ideas” and “the language of display,” I analyzed the audio recordings and 

transcriptions for the language functions instantiated in the classroom discourse. 

Language function is defined as “the purpose for which oral or written communication is 

being used; language functions guide the choices in language use and structure as well as 

the social relationships being established” (p. 112, WIDA, 2014). A typical language 

function in early elementary classrooms is describing familiar objects during show-and-

tell or other classroom presentation, for example; this language function is instantiated in 

NJSLS-ELA Standard SL.K.4: “Describe familiar people, places, things, and events and, 

with prompting and support, provide additional detail” (p. 10). Because language 

functions represent the communicative intents for which language is used in the 

classroom (Bailey et al., 2004, p. 5), coding by language function enables patterns of 

language use in the context of academic, formal, literacy events to emerge. As noted 
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previously, recently adopted state standards aligned with CCSS have heightened 

expectations for academic rigor and more sophisticated language competencies (Bunch, 

et al., 2012; Kibler et al., 2015; Wolf et al., 2014), and teachers are required to align their 

daily classroom instruction to these standards, which provide goals for what students 

should know and be able to do in service of acquiring academic knowledge (U.S. 

Department of Education, n.d.). Following these more rigorous standards, teachers must 

ensure all students engage in cognitively and linguistically complex academic practices 

so that they can achieve success academically and are prepared professionally (van Lier 

& Walqui, 2012). Those cognitively and linguistically complex academic practices, as 

instantiated by the standards, have been categorized by language function in the current 

study. 

I developed a coding scheme, largely informed by Wolf et al. (2014), based on the 

language functions embedded in the NJSLS-ELA (2017) standards and progress 

indicators. In the NJSLS-ELA, the standard is a broad outcome statement applicable to 

all students, K–12; the progress indicator provides the specific grade-level content or 

skills to be taught and mastered by the end of the academic year. In Wolf et al., a group 

of applied linguistics and ESL researchers analyzed and extracted the language skills and 

tasks explicit in the grade 8 CCSS ELA standards. I compared these language skills and 

tasks against the kindergarten NJSLS-ELA and developed a coding scheme specific to NJ 

and grade of interest. For any standards not represented in Wolf et al. (e.g., foundational 

literacy skills), I followed the coding scheme development process outlined by the 

authors, that is, I closely examined the kindergarten standard; I identified the language 

function(s) embedded in the standard, which, at times, included multiple language skills; 
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and I extracted those language function(s) that were explicit in the standard. For example, 

the NJSLS-ELA Listening and Speaking standard 4 is: “Present information, findings, 

and supporting evidence such that listeners can follow the line of reasoning and the 

organization, development, and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience.” The 

progress indicator for Listening and Speaking standard 4 in kindergarten, specifically, 

requires students to be able to: “Describe familiar people, places, things, and events and, 

with prompting and support, provide additional detail” (p. 10) in order to master the 

standard. I distinguished three separate language skills inherent in the kindergarten 

progress indicator for Listening and Speaking standard 4:  

4.1. Describe familiar objects (people, places, things) 

4.2. Describe familiar events 

4.3. Provide additional detail  

The three separate language skills became three separate codes available for the 

coding of classroom discourse. I analyzed each of the standards and its corresponding 

progress indicator in the kindergarten NJSLS-ELA as such in developing the list of 

language functions to be used in the coding scheme. Table 4 provides the final coding 

scheme of language functions derived from the NJSLS-ELA standards and progress 

indicators (state’s standard subheading are italicized). 
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Table 4: Coding Scheme of Language Functions by Kindergarten ELA Standard 

Reading Literary and 
Informational Text 

Writing Listening & Speaking Language Foundational Literacy 
Skills 

Key Ideas and Details 
1. Understand key details 
2.1. Determine main idea 
2.2. Retell key details 
3. Analyze the 
development and 
interaction 
of characters, events, and 
ideas 

Text Types and Purposes 
1.1. Provide the book 
topic 
1.2. Provide the book 
name 
1.3. Give an opinion 
1.4. Give a preference 
2.1. Name the topic of 
the student’s writing 
2.2. Provide drawn, 
dictated, or written 
information 

Comprehension and 
Collaboration 
1.1. Participate in 
conversations of multiple 
exchanges 
1.2. Follow rules for 
discussions 
2. Confirm understanding 
of oral content 
3.1. Request help 
3.2. Request information 
3.3. Request clarification 

Conventions of Standard 
English 
1.1. Print letters 
1.2. Use high-frequency 
nouns and verbs 
1.3. Form regular plural 
nouns 
1.4. Understand question 
words 
1.5. Use question words 
1.6. Use high-frequency 
prepositions 
1.7. Use complete 
sentences 
2.1. Capitalize (first word 
in a sentence, pronoun I) 
2.2. Recognize end 
punctuation 
2.3. Name end 
punctuation 
2.4. Write letters for 
phonemes 
2.5. Spell phonetically 

Print Concepts 
1.1. Understand 
organization and features 
of print 
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Table 4, continued 

Craft and Structure 
4. Comprehend unknown 
words in context 
5.1 Understand common 
text types and parts of a 
book 
5.2 Recognize common 
text types 
6.1. Identify author and 
illustrator 
6.2. Understand the role 
of author and illustrator 

Production and 
Distribution of Writing  
4. (NA at this grade) 
5. Revise writing based 
on peer feedback 
6.1. Use digital tools 
6.2. Use digital tools 
with peers 

Presentation of 
Knowledge and Ideas 
4.1. Describe familiar 
objects (people, places, 
things) 
4.2. Describe familiar 
events 
4.3. Provide additional 
detail 
5. Provide visuals as 
details for descriptions 
6.1. Speak audibly 
6.2. Express oneself 
clearly 

Knowledge of Language 
3. (NA at this grade) 

Phonological Awareness 
2. Understand 
distinctions between 
words, syllables, and 
phonemes 

Integration of Knowledge 
and Ideas 
7. Describe the 
relationship between 
illustrations and text 
8. Evaluate author’s 
claims 
9. Compare and contrast 
two texts on the same 
topic 

Research to Build and 
Present Knowledge 
7. Conduct research with 
others 
8.1. Use information 
from personal experience 
8.2. Use multiple 
resources 

 Vocabulary Acquisition 
and Use 
4.1. Understand multiple-
meaning words 
4.2. Use multiple-
meaning words 
4.3. Determine meaning 
of unknown words via 
high-frequency affixes 
5.1. Sort objects into 
categories 
5.2. Understand antonyms 
5.3. Understand verbs’ 
shades of meaning 
6.1. Use words and 
phrases from 
conversations 
6.2. Use words and 
phrases from texts 

Phonics and Word 
Recognition 
3.1. Apply phonics in 
decoding 
3.2. Apply phonics in 
encoding 
3.3. Apply word analysis 
skills 
3.4. Read high-
frequency words 
3.5. Read sight words 
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Table 4, continued 

Range of Reading and 
Level of Text Complexity 
10. Engage in group 
reading activities 

   Fluency 
4.1. Read grade-level 
text 
4.2. Comprehend grade-
level text 

Adapted from Wolf et al. (2014). 
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In NVivo, I categorized segments of classroom discourse following the coding 

scheme in Table 4; multiple codes may have applied to a specific segment based on the 

language functions exemplified in the discourse. In coding by language function, I 

considered the main objective(s) of the utterance; for example, “Okay. I highlighted my 

sight words again here. What word is this?” was coded as the language function 3.5 Read 

sight words though not 4.1 Read grade-level text because the students are asked to read 

an individual sight word and not multiple words in context of the full story. 

The kindergarten NJSLS-ELA is comprised of four domains: Reading—which 

includes progress indicators for reading literary and informational text as well as 

foundational literacy skills—Writing, Speaking and Listening, and Language. For the 

coding of classroom discourse, I included both reading literary text and informational text 

as one category of language functions (refer to Table 4, column 1) since the language 

functions for these were nearly identical. I classified foundational literacy skills as a 

separate category of language functions (refer to Table 4, column 5) from Reading 

because the progress indicators for foundational skills did not align with any of the broad, 

high-level Reading standards. Additionally, I retained the subheadings provided in the 

standards and progress indicators (e.g., “Key Ideas and Details,” “Craft and Structure,” 

“Integration of Knowledge and Ideas”) in the coding scheme to ensure greater 

consistency between the coding scheme and the standard/progress indicators. 

It is clear from the number of standards in the NJSLS-ELA (N = 32) as well as the 

number of language functions in the coding scheme (N = 66) that there are a wide range 

of literacy-related skills that kindergarteners are expected to become proficient in by the 

end of the academic year. These skills include higher order language functions such as 
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analyzing, comparing, and contrasting, but also include basic language functions such as 

recognizing, confirming, and naming (Wolf et al., 2014, pp. 49–50). By coding classroom 

discourse by these language functions, the current study provides an evidence-based 

description of how academic uses of language, as instantiated by the literacy standards, 

are realized in linguistically diverse kindergarten classrooms. 

4.5.1.3 Determining Lexical Complexity 

In addition to the qualitative analysis of classroom discourse, this study investigated 

the linguistic complexity of teacher- and student-generated classroom discourse at the 

lexical and syntactic levels using descriptive statistics: frequency percentages of 

sophisticated vocabulary (lexical complexity) and complex, multiclause utterances 

(syntactic complexity), similar to Dickinson et al. (2017) and Gámez and Lesaux (2012).  

Lexical complexity was operationalized as the percentage of sophisticated words 

present in classroom discourse, inclusive of both teacher and student talk, using Lextutor 

VocabProfiler for Kids (VP Kids, n.d.). VP Kids matches the input text to Stemach and 

Williams’ (1988, 2005) list of the 2,500 high-frequency words in children’s spoken 

English, organized by 10 frequency levels of 250 word families each. The Stemach and 

Williams’ word list is comprised of several developmental word lists based on young 

children’s expressive language (Cobb & Horst, 2015). The percentage of off-list words 

calculated by VP-Kids served as the measure of sophisticated vocabulary (i.e., lexical 

complexity) in use during classroom discourse. The measure of lexical complexity 

applied to the current study is comparable to those used in previous research on 

classroom discourse in pre-kindergarten and early elementary contexts (e.g., Barnes & 

Dickinson, 2017; Dickinson et al., 2014; Dickinson & Porche, 2011; Gámez & Lesaux, 
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2012; Weizman & Snow, 2001). Previous research, however, considered sophisticated 

words as those not included on the Dale-Chall word list (Chall & Dale, 1995), which is 

based on corpora of language of older children (it includes 3,000 words known by fourth 

graders). The current study, instead, considers sophisticated words as those not on the 

Stemach and Williams (1998, 2005) word list, which is comprised of words most likely 

to be heard and used by children ages 4–7 (Cobb & Horst, 2015). Unlike the frequently 

used type-token ratio (TTR), described below, word frequency measures are not sensitive 

to text length (Cobb & Horst, 2015). 

4.5.1.4 Determining Syntactic Complexity 

Syntactic complexity was operationalized as the percentage of complex, multiclause 

utterances in classroom discourse, inclusive of teacher and student talk. Utterances were 

defined as speech between pauses within a speaker’s conversational turn, consistent with 

previous research on classroom discourse in pre-kindergarten and early elementary 

contexts (e.g., Vasilyeva et al., 2008). Utterances in the transcription were categorized 

based on the coding scheme described in Gámez and Lesaux (2012), which was informed 

by Vasilyeva et al. (2008) and applied in other studies on language input in classrooms 

inclusive of ELs (referenced as dual language learners or language minority in some 

studies) and EOs (e.g., Gámez et al., 2017). Table 5 outlines the coding scheme as 

adapted for this study with examples from the transcriptions of classroom discourse.  

An utterance was coded a zero-clause utterance if it included only a noun, noun 

phrase, preposition, prepositional phrase, or interjection and did not contain a verb. An 

utterance was categorized as a simple utterance if it contained a single verb phrase. 

Following Vasilyeva et al. (2008), simple or one-clause utterances may include those 
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with omitted copulas, subjects, or objects, as is typical in spoken discourse. Additionally, 

utterances with modals and serial verb constructions were coded as simple utterances. An 

utterance was coded as a complex utterance if it contained multiple clauses joined by 

coordinating or subordinating conjunctions. Additionally, an utterance that included an 

infinitive clause (e.g., “I'm going to put food in the container.”) was coded as complex. 

Table 5: Coding Scheme of Syntactic Complexity 

Utterance Type Description Examples 
zero clause utterance without a verb; 

containing a noun, noun 
phrase, preposition, 
prepositional phrase, or 
interjection 

Seven. 
Good work. 
Tappers up. 

simple utterance containing a 
single verb phrase 
(inclusive of modal verbs, 
e.g., must, will, and serial 
verb constructions, e.g., go 
get); subject, object, and/or 
copula may be omitted 

Oh, give this girl a 
thunderclap. 
Go get your boxes. 
Yellow, pink, yellow, 
ready? 

complex utterance containing 
coordinating or 
subordinating conjunctions 

Now, I'm going to take 
away the N, my ending 
sound, and I'm replacing it 
with a diagraph. 
It's fiction because we 
know that this doesn't 
happen in real life. 

Adapted from Gámez and Lesaux (2012) and Vasilyeva et al. (2008). 

While Vasilyeva et al. (2008) then coded the zero-clause, one-clause, and two-clause 

utterances at a more granular level for specific grammatical function (e.g., coding two-

clause utterance for coordination versus subordination, then subdividing subordinating 

clauses further), this study does not employ such a classification scheme in that the 

number of different types of complex sentences is not relevant to the analysis. The 

current study focuses specifically on the overall syntactic complexity of classroom 
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discourse, with rich, contextualized discussion of such complexity provided as qualitative 

findings in the subsequent chapter. 

4.5.2 Quantitative Analysis 

4.5.2.1 Correlational Analysis of Assessments 

In order to examine whether there is a relationship between scores on the researcher-

developed assessment and scores on the standardized to establish criterion-related 

validity, norm-referenced assessment considered in the current study, I analyzed the 

pattern of Pearson correlations among the sets of test scores: the ALLA, the (WMLS-R, 

2005) Picture Vocabulary subtest, the WMLS-R Story Recall subtest, and the combined 

scores for the WMLS-R subtests. Refer to section 5.2.3 for results. 

4.5.2.2 Multiple Regression Analysis of Academic Language Proficiency 

To examine the relationship between participants’ academic language proficiency and 

their language status, degree of exposure to academic language, preschool experience, 

gender, and age at the end of the school year, I conducted multiple regression analyses. 

One of the main uses of multiple regression is to examine the relationship between a 

dependent variable and several independent variables, the latter which may be 

dichotomous and/or continuous (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014). With this goal in mind, and 

in consideration of the sample size, standard multiple regression was a suitable analysis 

for this study. To ensure a sufficient sample size for the number of independent variables 

included, I followed Larson-Hall (2010), who, using calculations from Cohen et al. 

(2003), indicates a minimum sample size of 53 is needed for a medium effect size (R2 of 

.20), at a power level of .80, an alpha level of .05, and five independent variables in a 
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regression (p. 185). With 69 participants, the required sample size has been met following 

Larson-Hall (2010). Additionally, I calculated a post-hoc analysis of achieved power 

given the actual number of participants (N = 69), R2 of .45 (i.e., the R2 of the regression 

model with WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores as the dependent variable) and R2 of .32 

(i.e., the R2 of the regression model with ALLA scores as the dependent variable), an 

alpha level of .05, and five independent variables for a multiple linear regression using 

G*Power 3 (Faul et al., 2009). The achieved power is .99 for both models, indicating that 

the sample is sufficient in size given the observed effect to support rejection of the null 

hypothesis. I also computed a power analysis for both models with six variables 

(including the pre-test score as a covariate in the models), given 69 participants, R2 of .86 

(i.e., the R2 of the regression model with WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores as the 

dependent variable) and R2 of .68 (i.e., the R2 of the regression model with ALLA scores 

as the dependent variable), an alpha level of .05, the achieved power is 1 for both models. 

Two separate multiple regressions were computed, one with the ALLA scores serving 

as the dependent variable and a second with the WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary subtest 

scores as the dependent variable. The following served as the independent variables in 

both regressions. 

1) Language status: A dichotomous variable that indicates whether the participant is 

categorized as EL or EO. The growing number of ELs in U.S. schools, especially 

in kindergarten classrooms (U.S. Department of Education, 2019b), and the 

underperformance of this subgroup in academic contexts (August, Shanahan, & 

Escamilla, 2009) underscore the need for the inclusion of this variable. 

Additionally, research discussed previously suggests that students may be 
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differentially impacted by academic language usage in the classroom based on 

their language status (e.g., Bowers & Vasilyeva, 2011; Gámez & Lesaux, 2012). 

2) Degree of exposure to academic language: A continuous variable operationalized 

as a composite of the percentage of lexical complexity and syntactic complexity 

present in classroom discourse. That is, the percentage of lexical complexity and 

of syntactic complexity were combined to form a composite score indicating the 

overall degree of exposure to academic language for each of the eight classrooms. 

A growing body of research on monolingual students as well as ELs suggest that 

exposure to diverse and sophisticated vocabulary (Bowers & Vasilyeva, 2011; 

Dickinson & Porche, 2011, Gámez & Lesaux, 2012) and to grammatically 

complex language (Huttenlocher et al., 2001, Gámez & Lesaux, 2012, Gámez et 

al., 2017) have been shown to impact student language outcomes. 

3) Preschool experience: A dichotomous variable that indicates whether the 

participant had any formal preschool experience (part-time, full-time, in English, 

or in the participant’s home language) or had no formal preschool experience. 

Extant research suggests that high-quality preschool experiences affect future 

language and literacy outcomes (e.g., August et al., 2009); therefore, this variable 

has been included in the analysis.  

4) Gender: A dichotomous variable indicating whether the participant is female or 

male. This background factor has been included in the analysis in consideration of 

literature suggesting that girls may have stronger vocabulary skills than boys in 

preschool (Hindman et al., 2010).  
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5) Age: A continuous variable indicating the age of the participant, in months, at the 

time the ALLA was initially administered. A number of important studies on the 

relationship of sophisticated language on young learners’ vocabulary outcomes 

suggests that greater exposure to lexically complex language has a positive 

relationship with children’s vocabulary development (e.g., Barnes & Dickinson, 

2017; Bowers & Vasilyeva, 2011; Weizman & Snow, 2001); hence, student age is 

an important variable to consider, as that younger kindergarteners have had less 

time for exposure to rich language. Older kindergarteners may have stronger 

language and literacy skills (NICHD-ECCRN, 2007), and therefore, age was 

included as a variable in the analysis.  

I also computed two additional separate multiple regressions, one with the ALLA 

scores as the dependent variable and a second with the WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary 

subtest scores as the dependent variable; both models featured the independent variables 

noted above as well as a sixth independent variable as a covariate, the pretest score on the 

assessments. It was important to compute separate regression models with pretest scores 

as a covariate in order to examine the impact of pretest scores separately from the other 

models. Other core assumptions for conducting multiple regression were examined, 

following Tabachnick and Fidell (2012); these include normal distribution (i.e., the 

residuals, or the errors, are normally distributed about the predicted test scores), linearity 

(i.e., the residuals have a linear [not a curvilinear] relationship with the predicted test 

scores), homoscedasticity (i.e., the variance of the residuals is constant across the test 

scores), multicollinearity (i.e., the independent variables are not highly intercorrelated) 

and singularity (i.e., the independent variables do not have a perfect linear relationship), 
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and independence of errors. The assumptions of normal distribution, linearity, and 

homoscedasticity were examined via a visual inspection of residuals scatterplots, as 

described in Tabachnick and Fidell (2014, pp. 161–166). That is, I generated and checked 

P-P plots (which shows the distribution of the residuals) in SPSS to examine the 

assumption of normality for both ALLA scores and WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores. 

I also generated and checked scatterplots in SPSS to determine if there is a linear 

relationship between ALLA test scores by age and academic language exposure as well 

as WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary test scores by age and academic language exposure. 

Additionally, I generated and checked the scatterplot in SPSS between the residuals and 

the predicted value of the standardized residuals to examine homoscedasticity for both 

ALLA and WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores. 

The assumptions of multicollinearity and singularity were examined by confirming 

the VIF (variance inflation factor) values are lower than 5; VIF values over 5 may 

indicate highly intercorrelated independent variables (Larson-Hall, 2010, p. 194). VIF 

values are provided in the STATA regression output.  

I confirmed independence of errors by computing the Durbin-Watson test, which if 

significant, i.e., 2 or greater (UCLA Statistical Group, n.d.), is an indication of non-

independence. Though the Durbin-Watson statistic was below two, there are clustered or 

nested data in the current study, because children are nested into eight classrooms, and 

children within the same classroom are likely to influence each other and, therefore, be 

more alike than children in another classroom (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014; UCLA 

Statistical Group, n.d.). To adjust for the potential non-independence, then, I computed 

the standard multiple regressions using the cluster option in STATA 14 with “teacher” as 
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the cluster variable; this increases the size of estimated standard errors, allowing for a 

more conservation regression model (Bowers & Vasilyeva, 2011). Additionally, to 

confirm the need for the clustering adjustment, I computed the intra-cluster correlation 

coefficient at the teacher (i.e., classroom) level, which provides an estimate of how much 

of the variability in ALLA scores and WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores is between 

classrooms versus within classrooms. 

Results for both qualitative and quantitative analyses follow. Refer to section 5.2.2 

for results specific to assumptions testing.  
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CHAPTER 5  RESULTS 

The following chapter presents the results from research questions one and two. The 

purpose of this mixed-methods study was two-fold: (1) to describe the language usage 

instantiated in kindergarten classrooms that include both EL and EO students at the 

lexical, syntactic, and discoursal levels, and (2) to investigate whether academic language 

proficiency, as determined by a standardized language and literacy assessment, is related 

to students’ language status (EL or EO), degree of exposure to academic language in 

kindergarten, prior exposure to formal classroom contexts (i.e., preschool experience), 

gender, and age, and controlling for pretest scores on both assessments. Because the 

study featured a mixed-method approach, both qualitative and quantitative methodologies 

were employed in analyzing the data. More specifically, qualitative analyses at the 

lexical, syntactic, and discoursal levels provide a rich, detailed description of the 

linguistic features inherent in the eight participating classrooms across four observations 

during one academic year; descriptive statistics on academic language in use at the 

lexical, syntactic, and discoursal levels provide further evidence for interpreting and 

understanding the qualitative analysis of classroom discourse.  

In addition to descriptive data, quantitative methods were used to determine the 

relationship between academic language proficiency (operationalized as assessment 

scores on a researcher-developed assessment of academic language and literacy as well as 

on Woodcock-Munoz Language Survey–Revised Picture [WMLS-R] Vocabulary test) 

and language status (EL or EO), degree of exposure to academic language in kindergarten 

(operationalized as the combined percentages of lexical and syntactic complexity in 

classroom discourse across the four observations of each of eight classrooms), prior 
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exposure to formal classroom contexts (operationalized as formal preschool experience), 

gender, and age. Quantitative methods were also applied to investigate those relationships 

when controlling for pretest scores. Results are discussed in the order of the research 

questions. 

5.1 Research Question 1 

This section focuses on the first research question: How is language used—at the 

lexical, syntactic, and discoursal levels—during academic literacy tasks in linguistically 

diverse kindergarten classrooms? The subsections that follow provide an analysis of 

language usage at the lexical, syntactic, and discoursal levels of classroom discourse in 

the observational data. I have organized the subsections starting with the discoursal level 

in order to provide overarching information on language functions in the context of 

formal literacy activities prior to analyses at the lexical and syntactic levels. Additionally, 

the teacher conceptions of academic language are presented to provide insight into the 

teachers’ own understandings of academic language, which may impact their instruction 

and, therefore, influence classroom discourse. 

5.1.1 Language Functions in Academic Literacy Tasks in Kindergarten Classrooms 

To answer part of research question one, I calculated the percentage of types of 

language function featured in the eight kindergarten classrooms. As stated previously, I 

coded the transcriptions of classroom discourse for language function derived from the 

NJSLS-ELA Standards following the method applied by Wolf et al. (2014). Each of the 

language functions were categorized within one of the five NJSLS-ELA domains of 
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foundational literacy, language, listening and speaking, reading, and writing. Of note is 

that teachers themselves selected the four lessons I was to observe in each of their 

classrooms, in consideration of the requirement that the lessons focus on formal literacy 

instruction typical of their classrooms, e.g., literacy centers (small group interaction on a 

specific literacy skill or topic; groups rotate among the centers or stations); shared 

reading (whole class read-aloud, often featuring big or oversized books); guided reading 

(small group reading of a leveled reader); partner reading; independent reading; 

comprehension-focused lessons; composing (including drawing, dictating, and /or 

writing) of opinion, informational, or narrative content or texts; vocabulary lessons; non-

fiction- or fiction-related activities; science-, social studies-, or math-based literacy 

activities. Therefore, the language functions featured in classroom discourse is, to some 

extent, an artifact of teacher self-selection of formal literacy instructional content to be 

observed. Nonetheless, there is substantial variability in the language functions featured 

in classroom discourse related to formal literacy events across the eight classrooms 

observed, with the largest percentage of language functions for reading, on average, 

followed by foundational literacy. Table 6 shows the average percentage of classroom 

discourse that corresponded to the language functions embedded in the domains of the 

NJSLS-ELA Standards for kindergarten across the eight classrooms. 
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Table 6: Average Percentage of Classroom Discourse Corresponding to ELA 

Standards 

Class 
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Davis 2.30 0.92 8.04 67.56 0.40 79.22 
Evans 7.43 12.20 5.06 33.44 0.22 58.34 
Moore 30.13 3.06 4.17 17.71 0.40 55.47 
Olson 21.18 1.68 8.76 12.13 0.33 44.08 
Price 18.71 12.76 16.89 4.06 0.00 52.42 
Rogers 12.36 2.99 19.14 22.84 2.25 59.58 
Sanchez 2.24 3.26 13.91 26.41 7.74 53.57 
Scott 4.19 5.10 5.86 5.47 5.16 42.87 
Totals 98.54 41.97 81.83 189.62 16.50  

 

 Across the four observations, some classrooms, such as Ms. Davis’s (about 67% of 

classroom discourse), especially, and Ms. Evans’s (about 33% of classroom discourse), 

predominately featured language functions related to reading. Other classrooms, such as 

Ms. Moore’s, focused primarily on language functions related to foundational literacy 

skills (about 30% of classroom discourse across the four observations). Of note is that 

language functions related to the writing as well as the language strands of the literacy 

standards were only minimally present in these classrooms during the lessons observed 

(with an average range of 0 to about 8% of classroom discourse for the writing strand and 

about 1 to 13% for the language strand). Also of interest is the variability in that 

percentage of classroom discourse dedicated to the language functions, with an average 

range of approximately 43% to 79% of discourse focused on ELA standards-based 

instruction. Remaining classroom discourse was related to general classroom 

management or unrelated talk. 
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In the sections that follow, I will discuss the patterns of language use as aligned to the 

five core literacy standards, and the language functions embedded in those standards, 

within the classrooms. 

5.1.1.1 Language Functions in Shared Reading Events—Ms. Davis’s Classroom 

In each of the four observations in Ms. Davis’s classroom, the class was 

predominantly engaged in shared reading activities. These were teacher-led, whole-class 

activities in which students sat on the rug at the front of their classroom and attended to 

Ms. Davis previewing the storybook, asking questions, and reading aloud as she sat in a 

chair in front of the students. Across the four observations, 79.22% of classroom 

language usage was aligned to the language functions implicit in the state’s literacy 

standard, with 67.56% of discourse related to the reading standards, with a focus on the 

language functions of engaging in group reading activities; analyzing the development 

and interaction of characters, events, and ideas; describing the relationship between text 

and illustrations; and comprehending unknown words in context. The remainder of 

classroom discourse was related to classroom management (i.e., the language specific to 

class or task procedures, rules, and routines as well as student behavior, including both 

positive reinforcement, e.g., “Good job!”, and behavior redirection or correction, e.g., 

“Stop it.”, M = 13.13%) or unrelated talk (i.e., language unrelated to the instructional 

topic or task and unrelated to the organization or management of the classroom activity, 

e.g., morning announcements, brief playtime breaks, transitions to non-instructional 

activities such as snack or recess, M = 7.65%). 

The following excerpt, from Ms. Davis’s third observation, instantiates the language 

functions featured during literacy events related to shared reading; the storybook is 
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Where the Wild Things Are, by Maurice Sendak. The class reviews the information on a 

story map that they developed in a whole-class activity on Where the Wild Things Are; 

the story map is a graphic organizer with boxes to fill in for the story characters, setting, 

and plot as well as the title of the book and the names of the author and illustrator. In 

earlier lessons (not observed but discussed with the teacher), Ms. Davis, again in whole-

class activities, previewed Where the Wild Things Are as well as the story map, read 

aloud the story, and then wrote down the information on the story map as students 

provided the details. Prior to the lesson segment excerpted below, Ms. Davis led the class 

in providing the name of the author/illustrator as well as the respective roles of the author 

and illustrator, as aligned to the reading standard, RL.K.6 (With prompting and support, 

name the author and illustrator of a story and define the role of each in telling the story). 

In the excerpt below, she discusses characters and setting with the class. 

1. Ms. Davis: This was from Where the Wild Things Are, and what we did 
was, we created something called a story map. Now when you 
think of a map, we talked about this when we were tapping out 
sounds, right? Now, when we were talking about the word 
“map,” I drew a picture and it showed you how to get to one 
place to another place, you remember that, that was a map. Is 
this the same thing? 

2. Students: No. 
3. Ms. Davis: No, this has a lot of words and this story map isn't about 

driving in a car. All story maps are actually about what? Story 
maps are actually about what, Roy? 

4. Roy (EO): Stories. 
5. Ms. Davis: Stories, exactly. In this story map, first we talked about who 

the characters are. Who remembers the characters from Where 
the Wild Things Are? There was one main character, the main 
character was who? Crystal? 

6. Crystal (EO): Max. 
7. Ms. Davis: Very good, I'm glad you didn't say the boy, you used a good 

detail from the story. His name was Max, very good. Who 
were the other characters, who were also in most of the book? 

8. Sara (EO): The wild things. 
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9. Ms. Davis: The wild things, very good. Now, the setting, we've talked 
about the setting before. Go, Ben. ((pause)) 

10. Ms. Davis: What does the setting tell us? Not just in Where the Wild 
Things Are, but if you had to explain what the setting is to 
someone who's three years old? What would you tell them, the 
setting tells you what in any story, the setting tells us? Does it 
tell us the characters? The setting tells us what, Nelson? 

11. Nelson (EO): Where they are.  
12. Ms. Davis: Where they are, that's right. Where and also? 
13. Nelson (EO): When they are? 
14. Ms. Davis: When, exactly, where and when, and so when we read Where 

the Wild Things are, the setting was in a... ? Now, look at the 
first letter, okay? Get our mouth ready to make that beginning 
sound, and think about the illustrations in the story. Think 
about the pictures in the story, and you know that the setting 
tells us where and when the story took place. The answer starts 
with the letter F, and think about the sound it makes. So where 
were they? What was the setting in the story, where were they, 
it starts with the letter F, Robert? 

15. Robert (EO): Forest. 
16. Ms. Davis: Very good, they were in the forest. And what does the forest 

have lots of, Juan? 
17. Juan (EL): Lots of trees. 
18. Ms. Davis: Lots of trees, that's right.  

 

The excerpt begins with Ms. Davis reviewing the different meanings of map (road 

map versus story map) with students. This explicit instruction on the language function of 

understanding multiple meaning words (aligned with the language strand of the literacy 

standards) provides a model for discussing vocabulary in an academic context. 

Specifically, students must orient to the communicative task of understanding how to 

contrast the multiple meanings of a term (“Now, when we were talking about the word 

“map,” I drew a picture and it showed you how to get to one place to another place, you 

remember that, that was a map. Is this the same thing?”) and of defining the term as 

appropriate for the context (“All story maps are actually about what? Story maps are 

actually about what, Roy?”). Students, thereby, are exposed to expected ways to talk 
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about academic vocabulary, specifically, multiple-meaning words. Ms. Davis moves, 

then, from activating background knowledge related to the “story map” to the details in 

the story map. Here, the communicative task is one of identification; EO students name 

the main character (“Who remembers the characters from Where the Wild Things Are? 

There was one main character, the main character was who?”) and supporting characters 

(“Who were the other characters, who were also in most of the book?”). Ms. Davis 

praises the student’s use of the exact name of the main character (“Very good, I'm glad 

you didn't say the boy, you used a good detail from the story. His name was Max, very 

good.”) to inculcate the language functions of understanding key details and using 

specific words from the text. The EO students called on by the teacher provide expected, 

correct responses, so Ms. Davis promptly shifts from characters to setting. The 

communicative task is to define “setting” (“What does the setting tell us? Not just in 

Where the Wild Things Are, but if you had to explain what the setting is to someone 

who's three years old? What would you tell them, the setting tells you what in any story, 

the setting tells us? Does it tell us the characters? The setting tells us what, Nelson?”); 

Ms. Davis provides much prompting and support to elicit a response from the EO student. 

When he provides a partial response, (“Where they are.”), Ms. Davis offers positive 

reinforcement and prompts the student to extend his response (“Where they are, that's 

right. Where and also?”). While the student hesitates in providing his reply (“When they 

are?”), his response is accepted and confirmed (“When, exactly, where and when”), and 

the communicative task then transitions from definition to identification (“so when we 

read Where the Wild Things are, the setting was in a... ?”). Before students can respond, 

Ms. Davis again offers extensive prompting and support (number 14), including a 
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repetition of the definition of setting (“you know that the setting tells us where and when 

the story took place”) and a first-letter and sound cue (“The answer starts with the letter 

F, and think about the sound it makes. So where were they? What was the setting in the 

story, where were they, it starts with the letter F, Robert?”). When Robert, an EO, 

provides the expected response (“Forest.”), Ms. Davis then prompts, using verbal 

scaffolding, an EL student to provide a simple definition of forest (“And what does the 

forest have lots of, Juan?”). The student provides a simple, correct response (“Lots of 

trees.”), using part of the teacher’s question as a frame for his response (i.e., “lots of”).  

As evident in the segment, Ms. Davis provides whole-class support in beginning to 

develop students’ understanding of story maps, characters, and setting. Through the 

teacher-fronted discussion, students gain exposure to multiple, academically oriented 

language functions aligned with Reading Literary and Informational Text standards. 

While students’ productive language is limited to simple one word or short phrase 

responses, the teacher’s instruction, explanation, and questioning do provide students 

with literacy expectations of their classroom, in a way that is verbally supported to 

potentially provide greater access to the content in this whole-class activity.  

Ms. Davis’s lesson then continues with a brief overview of plot and an explanation of 

the lesson’s main objective, that is, to provide a summary following story sequence: 

beginning, middle, and final elements of the story. 

19. Ms. Davis: Now, the plot of the story is going to tell us what happens in 
the story, okay? It's also like a summary, so when I read you a 
book today, I want you to give me a summary, we're going to 
help each other. So when you're giving me a summary of a 
story, you should tell me three main things, what happened in 
the beginning, what happened in the middle, and what 
happened in the beginning, right? The beginning, the middle, 
and the beginning? Is that right?  
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20. Students: No! 
21. Ms. Davis: What do you mean no? What was wrong with that? 
22. Ms. Davis: So when you retell a story, and you give me a summary of the 

story, you should tell me three things, what happened in the 
beginning, the middle, and the beginning. Does that sound 
right? No, right now you should be thinking, the beginning, the 
middle and the beginning? Wait, that doesn't sound right. 
When you give me a summary, you should tell me main parts 
of the story, and the three main parts of the story are? The 
beginning, the middle, what's the third thing? The third thing is 
what, Delia? 

23. Delia (EL): End. 
 

Ms. Davis defines the academic term, “plot” (“Now, the plot of the story is going to 

tell us what happens in the story, okay?”), and now students have a third example within 

the lesson of such definitional language. Note, however, that students themselves do not 

have an opportunity to engage in the language function of defining academic terms. 

Instead, Ms. Davis provides an implicit definition of the academic term, summary, by 

comparing plot with summary (“Now, the plot of the story is going to tell us what 

happens in the story, okay? It's also like a summary…”) and then shares the expectations 

of the lesson (“so when I read you a book today, I want you to give me a summary, we're 

going to help each other”). And, to ensure students are actively listening to the 

expectations of the task at hand, Ms. Davis purposefully makes a mistake in describing 

the “three main things” to include in a summary (“So when you're giving me a summary 

of a story, you should tell me three main things, what happened in the beginning, what 

happened in the middle, and what happened in the beginning, right? The beginning, the 

middle, and the beginning? Is that right?”), and she repeats this mistake (number 22) to 

emphasize the elements of a sequential story summary. To ensure students are cognizant 
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of the error, she calls on one student, an EL, to correct the error; the EL student does so, 

accurately, with a one-word response (number 23).  

As in the previous excerpt, the discussion is heavily teacher-fronted, with Ms. Davis 

providing nearly all of the input. It is possible that students may benefit from such direct 

instruction of a new academic concept; at the same time, students also need to engage in 

producing language related to these language functions in order to begin to fully 

understand and internalize the concepts (Swain & Deters, 2007).  

Still, the summarizing task requires students to not only identify the major events of 

the story in sequential order but also exemplifies implicit discoursal characteristics of the 

classroom: to listen actively to instruction, which aligns with listening and speaking 

strands of the literacy standards, specifically, the language function to confirm 

understanding of oral content. It is important to note that listening and speaking standards 

were introduced as part of the overall literacy standards only with the adoption of 

Common Core Stare Standards (CCSS). Prior to adoption of the CCSS in 2010, listening 

and speaking proficiency descriptors were provided only in the state’s ELD standards. 

For an analysis of discoursal characteristics aligned with listening and speaking 

standards, refer to section 5.1.1.7. 

5.1.1.2 Language Functions in Shared Reading Events—Ms. Evans’s Classroom 

Similar to Ms. Davis’s lessons, in the four observations in Ms. Evans’s classroom, the 

class engaged primarily in whole-class, shared reading activities; however, Ms. Evans, 

more so than any of the other teacher participants, used the shared reading events to 

preview and review new, text-embedded vocabulary. Across the four observations, 

58.34% of classroom language usage was aligned to the language functions implicit in 
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the state’s literacy standard, with 33.44% of discourse related specifically to the reading 

standards, with a focus on the language functions of engaging in group reading activities; 

comprehending unknown words in context; understanding main idea and key details; and 

describing the relationship between text and illustrations. Other classroom discourse was 

related to classroom management (M = 26.67%) or unrelated talk (M = 14.99%). 

The following excerpt, from the first observation of Ms. Evans’s classroom, 

instantiates the discoursal characteristics related to a shared reading of the informational 

text, What Color Is Nature?, by Stephen R. Swinburne. The class engaged in a teacher-

lead read aloud of the story in a previous lesson (not observed); in this excerpt, Ms. 

Evans re-reads the story, with the objective that students determine the author’s purpose. 

1. Ms. Evans: So we talked about how this is informational text and it has 
photographs. So today we're going to think about why the 
author wrote this book. Why did author write this book? Why 
did he want to write about nature? So we're going to read our 
"I Can" statement. Ready. 

2. Students: I can tell the author's purpose. 
3. Ms. Evans: Let’s read it again. 
4. Students: I can tell the author's purpose. 
5. Ms. Evans: We're going to read it again and think about why did the 

author write this book? Why do you think he wrote it? So 
today we're going to talk about that. At the end, we're going to 
talk to our partner about why the author wrote this book. Okay, 
so we're going to read it again. What Color Is Nature?, by 
Stephen R. Swinburne. 

6. Ms. Evans: Okay. Your listening ears are up and your eyes are up on the 
book. Good readers look at the pictures to help them learn 
more information about this book. 

 

Ms. Evans begins by reminding students of a prior lesson related to informational texts  

(“So we talked about how this is informational text and it has photographs.”), before she 

describes the objective of the lesson at hand. The teacher then explains the lesson 

objective by phrasing the objective, with subtle nuance, in three different ways, the final 
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recast being one that also provides the topic of the informational text (“So today we're 

going to think about why the author wrote this book. Why did author write this book? 

Why did he want to write about nature?”). She then has students recite an “I can” 

statement, which is written on poster board (numbers 2 and 4); this example of prolepsis 

enables students to imagine themselves as successful participants in the academic context 

of the author’s purpose lesson. In addition to noting that the book will be re-read, Ms. 

Evans restates the lesson objective (“We're going to read it again and think about why did 

the author write this book? Why do you think he wrote it? So today we're going to talk 

about that.”) and adds organizational content, i.e., that the activity will be completed in 

pairs (“At the end, we're going to talk to our partner about why the author wrote this 

book.”) Prior to reading aloud the text, Ms. Evans engages in additional organization talk 

(number 6), which, in addition to focusing students’ attention on the story, also serves to 

ensure they are engaging in key literacy practices of active listening and picture reading 

(that is, understanding the relationship between illustrations and the text). This explicit 

instruction relates to the language function of understanding the author’s purpose. 

Specifically, students must orient to the communicative task of understanding the reason 

the author wrote the text. This task, interestingly, is an end-of-year literacy expectation 

for grade 2 students. In kindergarten, the NJSLS-ELA Standard R6., “assess how point of 

view or purpose shapes the content and style of a text,” (p. 1) is realized as identifying 

and understanding the role of the author and illustrator.  

 After a read aloud of the story, in which the teacher asked a series of questions that 

allowed students to connect the pictures with the text, Ms. Evans returns to the lesson 

objective. 
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7. Ms. Evans: This whole story was about colors and nature. And we talked 
about an informational texts and how informational texts 
teaches us information. I want you to think about why did this 
author write this book. Why did he write this story? I want you 
to think about it. Did he want to teach us something? Did he 
want to tell us a story? Or did he want to convince us of 
something? 

8. Dora (EO): What does convince mean? 
9. Ms. Evans: It means to try to tell you to do something or tell you your 

opinion. Kind of like— 
10. Dora (EO): Opinion? What opinion?  
11. Ms. Evans: It's to tell somebody, like for example, all right, turn your 

bodies to Miss Earl. Turn your bodies. Sit down please. Thank 
you. 

12. Ms. Evans: There are some reasons why an author would write a book. 
The first one is to persuade, to tell us to do something, to tell 
us that something is the best, to convince us of something. So 
this author wrote that cats are the best animal. So he's telling 
us that they're the best. That's his opinion. That's what he 
thinks. 

13. Ms. Evans: The next reason is to teach us information. Did the author want 
to teach us information about colors in nature? This author 
wrote, "Cats are mammals." 

14. Students: Cats are mammals. 
15. Ms. Evans: They are. And the next reason is to entertain, to tell you a 

story. Those are usually narratives. They wanted to entertain 
you. Tell you a story. This author wrote "Once there was a 
cat." So I want you to think about why did this author write 
this story. Did he want to teach us something? Did he want to 
tell us a story? To entertain us, or did he want to convince us 
of something? Turn to your partner. Tell them why this author 
wrote this story. You might use words like, "The author 
wanted me to learn about…" 

Before questioning students on the author’s purpose, Ms. Evans provides a brief 

summary of the book (“This whole story was about colors and nature.”) and reminds the 

class that informational texts provide information; both the summary and the reminder 

serve as verbal scaffolds to support students in generating their own response to the 

forthcoming question on author’s purpose. Ms. Evans then asks students, as a whole 

class, to consider the author’s purpose using open prompts (“I want you to think about 

why did this author write this book. Why did he write this story? I want you to think 
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about it.”) and provides additional verbal scaffolding by posing three rhetorical questions 

for students to consider based on their understanding of the text (“Did he want to teach us 

something? Did he wants to tell us a story? Or did he want to convince us of 

something?”). An EO student requests the meaning of “convince,” a sophisticated, novel 

word for the class (number 8), and as Ms. Evans attempts to define the word in everyday 

language, she uses a second sophisticated, novel word, “opinion.” The EO student 

interrupts Ms. Evans and displays the need for clarification of the term, “opinion” as well 

(number 10). Ms. Evans gives a small laugh, and begins to define “opinion” (“It's to tell 

somebody, like for example…”). However, she then launches into organizational talk 

(“…all right, turn your bodies to Miss Earl. Turn your bodies. Sit down please. Thank 

you.”), likely as a means of taking a few moments to mentally prepare a suitable response 

in addition to re-directing students and obtaining their complete attention. Ms. Evans then 

combines an explanation of the author’s purpose with an implicit definition of “convince” 

(“There are some reasons why an author would write a book. The first one is to persuade, 

to tell us to do something, to tell us that something is the best, to convince us of 

something.”). She then provides an example and simple definition of “opinion” (“So this 

author wrote that cats are the best animal. So he's telling us that they're the best. That's 

his opinion. That's what he thinks.”). Ms. Evans returns to the lesson objective, to 

determine the author’s purpose in What Color Is Nature? She notes, in addition to 

persuasion, that providing information is another reason authors write a text, and asks a 

rhetorical question, which functions as a verbal scaffold, to help students connect their 

understanding of the informational text at hand with the author’s purpose of providing 

information (“The next reason is to teach us information. Did the author want to teach us 
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information about colors in nature?”). The teacher then provides the third reason for a 

text, to entertain readers, complete with an example (“And the next reason is to entertain, 

to tell you a story. Those are usually narratives. They wanted to entertain you. Tell you a 

story. This author wrote "Once there was a cat."). Before turning over the activity to the 

students, she reiterates the three exemplars of author’s intent—to persuade, to inform, to 

entertain—in question form (“So I want you to think about why did this author write this 

story. Did he want to teach us something? Did he want to tell us a story? To entertain us, 

or did he want to convince us of something?”) And, following a reminder of expectations 

for the task (“Turn to your partner. Tell them why this author wrote this story.”), Ms. 

Evans provides a model sentence starter for students’ responses (“You might use words 

like, ‘The author wanted me to learn about…’.”). 

 As is evident from the excerpt, the lesson on author’s purpose requires multiple 

language demands of the students; they are exposed to not only the expected ways to 

state the author’s intent, but also the academic language for activating prior knowledge, 

recognizing text types, explicating, summarizing, questioning (both display questions and 

open prompts), connecting pictures with text, and defining novel words. And while 

students are exposed to such language through formal literacy instruction, they may not 

immediately display uptake; that is, multiple exposures to and productive engagement in 

academic language in various and repeated forms may be needed before entrenchment, or 

internalization, occurs (Barnes et al., 2019). The need for multiple exposures and rich, 

interactive language use may be especially critical for ELs, who are learning academic 

concepts and academic language in their developing language; internalization is an 

active, dynamic process that takes place over time (Vygotsky, 1978).  
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Following is the continuation of the excerpt, which illustrates student responses to the 

author’s purpose prompt. First, students share in pairs and then Ms. Evans transitions to a 

whole-class sharing of student responses. Note that while the student pairings could have 

potentially allowed EL students an opportunity to formulate and share a response with a 

peer, the two student pairings I observed, each with an EL participant, featured the EO 

student offering a response only. In the whole-class exchange that follows, only EO 

students were called upon to respond. 

16. Rachel (EO) (to 
Hema, EL): 

The author wanted me to learn, wanted me to learn about the 
book. 

17. Hayden (EO) 
(to Jin-Rie, EL): 

The author wanted me to read all about the book, the cats. 

18. Ms. Evans: So I see, I noticed that you have a thumbs up. Why do you 
think this author wrote the book? What did you guys talk 
about? 

19. Anna (EO): Uh…  
20. Ms. Evans: What? Did he want to tell us a story? 
21. Anna (EO): Yeah, yeah. 
22. Ms. Evans: About what? That author, why that book, by Steven 

Swinburne about nature, why did he write that book? 
23. Anna (EO): Oh because he wanted to. 
24. Ms. Evans: Why did he want to? 
25. Anna (EO): Because he loves nature. 
26. Ms. Evans: Maybe he loves nature, and he wanted to teach us about 

nature. Maybe he loves it and he wanted to tell us about 
nature. 

27. Anna (EO): That was my question. 
28. Ms. Evans: What's your question? 
29. Anna (EO): So my question is, because he wanted to teach us all about 

nature. 
30. Ms. Evans: He wanted to teach us all about nature. Great job. 

 

In the student pairings I observed, EO students used the model sentence starter provided 

by Ms. Evans with no or with minimal revision (numbers 16 and 17); however, their 

responses were not accurate. The students I observed were not called on by Ms. Evans; 

instead, she calls on an EO student who has her thumbs up, a classroom indicator that the 
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student has a response ready to share. Though the student indicates she is ready to 

respond, when asked the author’s purpose (number 18), the student is unable to supply an 

immediate answer. The teacher modifies her question, which was initially an open 

prompt, to a less cognitively complex yes/no question (“What? Did he want to tell us a 

story?”), to which the student responds affirmatively (“Yeah, yeah.”) Ms. Evans then 

asks the open question again, this time providing some verbal scaffolding (“About what? 

That author, why that book, by Steven Swinburne about nature, why did he write that 

book?”) to encourage the student to elaborate on her response and to support a more 

accurate and specific response. The student, however, is still unable to respond correctly 

(number 23), so the teacher probes further, with another open question (24). Now, the 

student provides a response that is more aligned to author’s intent but is only partially 

correct, in that it assumes an emotional state of the author (number 25). Ms. Evans 

displays her uncertainty with the student’s reply through her repeated use of the term 

“maybe,” and provides additional verbal scaffolding by stating what the author did want 

(“Maybe he loves nature, and he wanted to teach us about nature. Maybe he loves it and 

he wanted to tell us about nature.”). The student then mitigates her position (number 27, 

number 29) by restating the teacher’s response (“So my question is, because he wanted to 

teach us all about nature.”); however, she does so using the word “question” instead of, 

likely, “answer,” which is an interesting lexical error that remained uncorrected by the 

teacher. Ms. Evans restates the response and confirms its appropriateness by providing 

praise (“He wanted to teach us all about nature. Great job.”) The in-the-moment 

questioning to elicit a correct response illustrates contingency, in which the student’s 

needs in the moment and within her ZPD are addressed by the teacher. 
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Following this excerpt, Ms. Evans then restates the model sentence starter (“The 

author wanted me to know about…”) with only slight modification, replacing “learn” 

with “know.” She asks why the author wrote the book to several other students, each of 

whom responds using the model or a variation of the model, e.g., “The author wanted to 

teach us about nature.”, “The author wanted us to learn all about nature.” Ms. Evans then 

ended the lesson with a brief review of the author’s intent in informational texts: “So the 

author wrote this book because he wanted to teach us. And that's what informational texts 

do. They teach us information. They teach us information, and they've taught us about 

nature and the colors of nature. All right.”  

 These excerpts demonstrate how extensive prompting is applied to elicit an expected 

response from an EO student; in the context of the author’s purpose activity, the language 

expectations are carefully, but implicitly, modeled by the teacher. In the previous excerpt, 

while Ms. Evans only suggests that students use the model sentence starter (“You might 

use words like, ‘The author wanted me to learn about…’.”), in actuality she expects a 

response in the model sentence format and style. Understanding and expressing the 

author’s purpose requires students to decipher the teacher’s implicit requirement of using 

the model sentence in addition to elaborating on a given response. Such an implicit task 

requirement may not be accessible to ELs, especially (Bunch et al., 2013), in that the 

expectation for task completion is not clearly, directly stated.  

 

5.1.1.3 Language Functions in Foundational Literacy Activities—Ms. Moore’s Class 

The percentage of classroom discourse focused on foundational literacy skills varied 

among the eight classrooms, ranging from 2% to 30% of total class time across the four 
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observations. In all observations that featured these skills, language use related to 

foundational literacy was teacher-led and highly prescribed; language presented during 

these lessons was heavily focused on individual letters, individual keywords (used as a 

mnemonic to aid students in remembering letter sounds), and individual letter sounds. 

Teachers followed the Fundations® (2012, Wilson Language Training) Kindergarten 

curriculum, primarily phonemic awareness (i.e., identifying and manipulating individual 

phonemes in a word) and phonics (i.e., understanding the relationship between printed 

letters and their individual sounds) activities, when engaging in lessons on foundational 

literacy skills. Figure 1 illustrates the phonemic awareness drill. 

Figure 1: Fundations Phonemic Awareness Drill 

 

© Wilson Language Training. Permission to include granted. 

Of all classrooms observed, Ms. Moore’s had the highest percentage of classroom 

discourse focused on foundational literacy skills. Across the four observations, 55.47% of 

classroom language usage was aligned to the language functions implicit in the state’s 

overall literacy standards, with 30.13% of discourse related specifically to foundational 

literacy standards and a particular focus on the language functions related to phonological 

awareness, phonics and word recognition, and fluency. Other classroom discourse was 

related to classroom management (M = 25.47%) or unrelated talk (M = 19.07%). 
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A prototypical example of the Fundations routine follows. Here, Ms. Moore, during 

the first observation and in a whole-class activity, points to a letter-and-picture card using 

a toy owl on a pointer (named Baby Echo) and says the letter name, the picture 

name/keyword, and the letter sound (represented in square brackets in the excerpt below); 

students then repeat exactly, in chorus.  

1. Ms. Moore: O, octopus, [o] 
2. Students: O, octopus, [o] 
3. Ms. Moore: C, cat, [c]  
4. Students: C, cat, [c] 
5. Ms. Moore: N, nap, [n] 
6. Students: N, nap, [n] 
7. Ms. Moore: A, apple, [a] 
8. Students: A, apple, [a] 

 

The drill continued until all 26 letters of the alphabet were practiced. Later in the 

school year, digraphs were added to the Fundations phonemic awareness drills. Note that 

while there are about 44 phonemes in English, Fundations phonemic awareness drills 

focus on consonants, short vowels, and digraphs in kindergarten. And, while these 

phonemic awareness skills activities are highly prescriptive and provide limited exposure 

to sophisticated vocabulary and syntactically rich language, they do provide students with 

a clear, specific pattern for how to “do schooling” (Schleppegrell, 2004)—in this case, for 

how pre-reading skills are performed in their schools. In other words, these activities did 

afford students the opportunity to be exposed to and engage in the disciplinary practice of 

foundational literacy, though with no focus on the lexical or syntactic complexity 

inherent in the task. In the context of a kindergarten classroom, “doing” foundational 

literacy skills is an academic task with clear and classroom-specific expectations and 

demands, though the linguistic expectations are basic and a precursor to eventual 
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independent reading and discussion about texts read (August, Shanahan, & Escamilla, 

2009).  

Foundational literacy skills mini-lessons that were embedded in higher order literacy 

activities (e.g., meaning making in shared reading events) did allow for greater 

opportunities for more sophisticated language usage. Across the classrooms, such mini-

lessons during shared reading events were featured for the foundational literacy skills of 

reading grade-level text (including sight words and high-frequency words), print 

concepts, and organization and features of print. A typical example is found in the 

blended lesson focused on reading grade-level text, inclusive of sight words and high-

frequency words, and engaging in group reading activities (a language function on 

reading literary and informational texts), also from the first observation of Ms. Moore’s 

class. Here, Ms. Moore displays, via a projector, a copy of Up And Away, Curious 

George, a leveled reader that features 22 words, simple sentences (no embedded phrases 

or clauses), and a repeated sentence pattern with present tense verbs (“George can 

_____.”). While the early reader itself is quite basic, the teacher instruction and 

explanation surrounding the learning-to-reading activity provided students with more 

sophisticated input. 

9. Ms. Moore: As soon as I opened this book, I realized that it was a pattern 
book, like so many of our A books are. And it starts with a 
word that I didn't know. It starts with George. That's 
somebody's name. It's not a sight word, and unless I know who 
Curious George is, that can be a tricky word to figure out on a 
page.  

10. Ms. Moore: But while we're reading together right now, we know that that's 
the word 'George', and our pattern is 'George can'. So let's use 
the pictures and the first letter to figure out the other words on 
our pages. Here we go. George can ... 

11. Students: Swim.  
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12. Ms. Moore: Swim. That makes sense with the picture. It also makes sense 
with that first letter. 

13. Students: George can slide. 
14. Ms. Moore: Slide. 
15. Students: George can ((pause)) ride. 
16. Ms. Moore: Ride. I heard there was a lot of people that paused because the 

picture's of a ... 
17. Students: Bike. 
18. Ms. Moore: Bike. It even says the word 'bike' right here. ((points to label on 

illustration)) It starts with a B. But how come you didn't read 
'George can ride a bike'? How come I didn't hear people say 
that? 

19. Tanaya (EO): Because there's not too much words. 
20. Ms. Moore: Tanaya? 
21. Tanaya (EO): Because there's not too much words. 
22. Ms. Moore: There's not enough words to keep reading. We need to stop 

when we stop pointing. 
 

Ms. Moore begins the whole-class, learning-to-read activity with a think aloud, where 

she describes her mental process for addressing an unknown word in a text (number 9). 

While her explanation is not explicit—students have to make the mental leap that the 

name of the character in the story is the word printed on the page—she does assuage 

potential student concern regarding unknown word recognition (“It's not a sight word, 

and unless I know who Curious George is, that can be a tricky word to figure out on a 

page.”). In number 10, Ms. Moore confirms the word is indeed “George,” and informs 

students of the pattern in the story, “George can…”. Implicit here is that student are 

already familiar with a pattern story, from previous lessons. Ms. Moore then states the 

task: “So let's use the pictures and the first letter to figure out the other words on our 

pages.” Ms. Moore reads aloud the patterned sentence starter while sweeping her finger 

below the text and pauses for students to fill in the final word. Ms. Moore acknowledges 

that the students’ choral reading is appropriate based on the picture and the first letter of 

the word (number 12). Now, Ms. Moore fosters some independence; she turns over the 
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read aloud to students, while she continues to sweep her finger under the text (numbers 

13 and 15). This handover of the reading to the students themselves suggests Ms. Moore 

has acknowledged that students are able to complete the task independently and, 

therefore, have appropriately developed their reading skills for this particular text. She 

confirms the final word read by the students chorally is correct by repeating that final 

word (numbers 14 and 16). Students did pause, however, prior to chorally reading the 

word “ride,” and Ms. Moore uses the occasion to ask an open question regarding 

students’ strategy use in the moment (number 18). She acknowledges that “bike” might 

have been a suitable word to insert in the sentence, since the illustration, and the label for 

the illustration, is a bike. She prompts the class for a strategy and then calls on one 

student to repeat her response (number 20). The student, an EO, repeats her strategy 

exactly as stated before (number 21), and Ms. Moore recasts the student response into a 

complete sentence. This serves to confirm the student’s response as correct and to 

reinforce the reading strategy for others in the class.  

Ms. Moore’s blended lesson features language functions related to both foundational 

reading and conceptual higher-level skills of engaging in group reading activities. It 

begins with Ms. Moore modeling a think-aloud procedure in order to provide students 

with the first word in each sentence of the story and ensure them that some words can be 

“tricky,” so they may become more confident readers. It ends with a student 

independently providing a helpful early reading strategy that she used during the choral 

reading of the story, which was to consider the length of the text on the page. So, while 

the excerpt illustrates a heavily teacher-fronted activity with much teacher talk—as 

typical of nearly all of the classroom discourse observed and collected—the open prompt 
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at the end of the excerpt allowed for a powerful student response. Following Vygotskian 

SCT, both teachers and students, e.g., more capable peers, can provide guidance to help 

students develop academic skills, as appropriate. 

 

5.1.1.4 Language Functions in Foundational Literacy Activities—Ms. Olson’s Class 

Ms. Olson was the maternity-leave substitute for Ms. Murray from September 

through mid-May; Ms. Murray returned to teach in mid-May. Their class had the second 

highest percentage of classroom discourse focused on foundational literacy skills. Across 

the four observations, 44.08% of classroom language usage was aligned to the language 

functions implicit in the state’s overall literacy standards, with 21.18% of discourse 

related specifically to foundational literacy standards, and a particular focus on the 

language functions related to phonological awareness, phonics and word recognition, and 

fluency. Other classroom discourse was related to classroom management (M = 22.86%) 

or unrelated talk (M = 33.06%). 

As in the other classes in which foundational literacy lessons were presented, Ms. 

Olson’s class followed the Fundations curriculum (for a typical example of a phonemic 

awareness Fundations lessons, refer to section 5.1.1.3). And, as instantiated in Ms. 

Moore’s class (again, refer to section 5.1.1.3), activities that focused on both pre-reading 

and reading skills provided more opportunities for sophisticated language usage by the 

teacher than foundational literacy lessons focused on phonemic awareness. The 

following excerpt, observed during the third visit to Ms. Olson’s class, provides a 

representative example of such an activity featuring both foundational literacy 

development and reading grade-level text, inclusive of reading sight words and high-
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frequency words, and engaging in group reading activities. Ms. Olson and the class 

together read aloud a non-fiction pattern text from the Scholastic Let’s Find Out! series, 

called Is It Spring? What Clues Do You See?  

1. Ms. Olson: Okay. I highlighted our sight words in this book. Are there a 
lot of sight words here? 

2. Inez (EL): Yes! 
3. Ms. Olson: Yeah, so if we knew all of our sight words, would we be able 

to read this page pretty well? 
4. Students: Yeah. 
5. Ms. Olson: Okay, so I'm going to read. It says, “Is it spring? Look for a 

clue. I see a…” 
6. Students: Frog. 
7. Ms. Olson: “Frog. Do you see it too?” So this book is now telling us that 

if we see frogs coming out, it might be what time of year? 
8. Jason (EO): Spring. 
9. Ms. Olson: So do we think this is an informational text? 
10. Students: Yes. 
11. Ms. Olson: Or fiction? 
12. Students: Informational text. 
13. Ms. Olson: Very good because we're learning something new about 

springtime. Okay. I highlighted my sight words again here. 
What word is this? 

14. Students: Is. 
15. Ms. Olson: “Is it spring? Look for a clue. I see a…” 
16. Students: Bunny. 
17. Ms. Olson: Bunny. Very good. Because we know they're not calling it a 

rabbit because what letter does it start with? 
18. Students: B. 
19. Ms. Olson: B. B-b, bunny. “Do you see it too?” And then we have a 

little bunny smelling the pretty spring flowers. 
 

Ms. Olson asks two simple yes/no questions (numbers 1 and 3) to receive confirmation 

from students that there are many words on the page they can read independently, that is, 

sight words. An EL student provides the expected response with enthusiasm (number 2) 

and then the whole class provides a choral confirmation (number 4). Interesting in these 

first few lines is that the EL student provides affirmation using the word “yes,” while the 

teacher restates the response using the informal “yeah,” which the class then repeats; 
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even single-word, zero-clause responses can be more or less formal. The activity 

continues with Ms. Olson providing some direction (“Okay, so I’m going to read.”) and 

then sweeping her finger under the text she reads aloud (number 5); she pauses under the 

final word of the sentence that she wants students to read aloud, though she does not 

provide an explicit instruction during the activity for students to do so. Nevertheless, 

students pick up on her cue and chorally read the word (number 6). The teacher confirms 

the word they read is correct by repeating it and continues reading aloud the remaining 

text on the page on the page (“Do you see it too?”). Ms. Olson pauses and asks students a 

key detail question from the pages just read (“So this book is now telling us that if we see 

frogs coming out, it might be what time of year?”), which elicits a one-word response 

from one student, an EO (number 8). Before continuing the read aloud, the teacher asks a 

yes/no question regarding the text type (number 9), to which the student chorally respond 

with “yes.” Still, Ms. Olson prompts further, adding to her question by asking, “Or 

fiction?” Students are quite confident with their original response and all together say, 

“Informational text.” Ms. Olson provides positive reinforcement as well as substantiation 

for the answer (“…because we're learning something new about springtime”). Ms. Olson 

then has students read aloud the sight word “is” from the story before she continues 

reading the text (number 15). Again, she pauses as an indication for students to read the 

word aloud, and students comply (number 16). Again, she confirms their response by 

repeating it and adds some positive reinforcement (“Bunny. Very good.”). She also 

embeds a reminder to students of the first-letter reading strategy when asking a display 

question (“Because we know they're not calling it a rabbit because what letter does it start 

with?”), which elicits a one-letter choral response from students (number 18). Ms. Olson 
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emphasizes the letter sound (“B-b-b.”), continues reading the remainder of text on the 

page, and then focuses students’ attention on the illustration (“And then we have a little 

bunny smelling the pretty spring flowers.”), which serves as implicit reinforcement of 

picture-to-text relationships, a reading expectation.  

As demonstrated in the segment above, instructional talk constitutes a substantial 

amount of language input; this instructional talk includes predominantly low-level 

questions, constricting student output to, generally, single-word responses, inclusive of 

yes/no responses. Additionally, Ms. Olson retains control over much of the read aloud; 

even though the text features sentential patterning, she alone reads the sentences, 

allowing students to read aloud only a single word on each page. Contrast this approach 

with Ms. Moore’s (refer to section 5.1.1.3), in which Ms. Moore releases control of the 

read aloud to the students, after modeling the sentential pattern, an acknowledgement that 

further instruction within students’ ZPD was no longer needed as that they achieved 

independent academic functioning of the task. The excerpt from Ms. Olson’s class, like 

Ms. Moore’s, illustrates a heavily teacher-fronted activity with much teacher talk; 

however, the lack of open prompts and student-led read aloud opportunities disallows any 

sophisticated language output from students. 

 

5.1.1.5 Language Functions in Writing Activities—Ms. Sanchez’s Class 

The percentage of classroom discourse focused on language functions related to the 

writing strand of the literacy standards was remarkably small, ranging from zero to 

15.84% of total class time across the four observations of the eight classrooms. The 

majority of lessons observed (i.e., 20 of 32 lessons) lacked any writing component. (Note 
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that printing letters, capitalizing letters as appropriate, and writing letters for phonemes 

are language functions aligned with the language strand of the literacy standards; refer to 

section 5.1.3.6 for an analysis of discourse aligned with the language strand). It is likely 

that, in selecting suitable times for observations, teachers understood “formal literacy 

events” to mean reading-specific lessons, though the example literacy activities to be 

observed and shared with teachers did reference writing activities. Writing instruction 

and development was certainly a daily event; the kindergarten schedule at both schools 

included a daily 40-minute period dedicated exclusively to writing workshop. Because 

writing was minimally represented, analysis of discoursal demands is based on the very 

few lessons that featured a writing activity, and no overall themes across classrooms 

could be gleaned. Still, it is useful to consider the language functions of a writing lesson 

in Ms. Sanchez’s class, excerpted from the third observation. In this observation, 15.84% 

of the classroom discourse is related to the writing strand, specifically to providing 

drawn, dictated, or written information. Though Ms. Sanchez is the bilingual teacher, this 

lesson, and all other lessons I observed in her classroom, were in English only. Prior to 

the lesson (not observed), students had been learning about story components: character, 

setting, problem, and solution. In a whole-class activity (students are sitting on the rug at 

the front of the classroom in a circle), Ms. Sanchez activates background knowledge on 

story components before moving forward with the writing exercise. 

1. Ms. Sanchez: What kind of writing had we started doing last week, Diego? 
2. Diego (EL): Fiction stories. 
3. Ms. Sanchez: Fiction stories, awesome. What makes a story fiction? What 

makes a fiction? Carlos, please turn around please. Ella? 
4. Ella (EL): ((pause, no response)) 
5. Ms. Sanchez: How do we know that a story is fiction? 
6. Ella (EL): It’s not new? 
7. Olivia (EL): Because it’s not real. 
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8. Ms. Sanchez: What makes it not real? Let's talk about what does a story 
need. What things does a story need to be a story, Lily? 

9. Lily (EL): A setting. 
10. Ms. Sanchez: A setting. What is a setting Lily? 
11. Students: A place. 
12. Ms. Sanchez: A place that who? That the… 
13. Lily (EL): They live. 
14. Ella (EL): Where the story takes place. 
15. Ms. Sanchez: The place where the story takes place, where the characters 

are in the story. Excellent job. What other thing we need to 
make it a good story, Diego? 

16. Diego (EL): People. 
 

The activation of prior knowledge may be especially advantageous for ELs, in that 

they are more likely to understand expectations and engage in learning in their 

developing if the topic is familiar or related to their experiences (Bunch et al., 2013). The 

review of previous concepts generally follows a similar discoursal structure as noted in 

observations across all classrooms, the IRE instructional pattern. Ms. Sanchez begins by 

asking a student (all students in her class are ELs) to remember and provide the writing 

they began previously (number 1). The student provides a two-word, zero-clause 

response, using the academic term, “fiction” (number 2). Ms. Sanchez acknowledges the 

correct response by repeating it exactly and provides praise as evaluation (“Fiction 

stories, awesome.”) She asks an open question, one that requires students to provide a 

definition, repeating the question verbatim before providing behavioral feedback (“What 

makes a story fiction? What makes a fiction? Carlos, please turn around please. Ella?”). 

The EL student she calls on, however, does not provide an immediate response. Ms. 

Sanchez prompts the same EL student again, rephrasing her question using more complex 

syntax (number 5). When the EL student provides an incorrect response—one that she is 

uncertain of, since she provides the response as a question, with a rising intonation at the 
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end of the statement—another EL, Olivia, acts and responds with a correct answer 

(number 7). It appears Ms. Sanchez wants students to expand on Olivia’s response 

(“What makes it not real?”); however, instead of opening the floor to students to respond, 

she transitions to story components (“Let's talk about what does a story need. What things 

does a story need to be a story, Lily?”). Lily, an EL, provides an academic term as a 

response (“A setting.”), and the teacher asks her to define the term (number 10). After 

providing a partial response as a class (number 11), Ms. Sanchez prompts the students to 

elaborate further, this time using verbal scaffolding (number 12). Lily provides a simple, 

two-word sentence that completes the prompt (number 13), and another EL student, Ella, 

who initially was unable to define fiction, offers a rephrased answer (“Where the story 

takes place.”). Ms. Sanchez acknowledges the answer as correct by recasting the response 

in a complete sentence and expanding it using additional detail (“The place where the 

story takes place, where the characters are in the story.”). The additional detail (“where 

the characters are in the story”) also serves as verbal prompt for students as they 

formulate an answer to Ms. Sanchez’s next question (“What other thing we need to make 

it a good story, Diego?”). Whether Diego benefited from the verbal prompt is unclear; he 

does respond with the familiar term “people” instead of the anticipated term, 

“characters.” Ms. Sanchez then requests examples of characters from recent shared 

reading events, confirms students comprehend the concept of fiction, and ensures 

students can define problem and solution. Ms. Sanchez then explains the activity and 

works with students individually to ensure they are completing the writing task as 

described. 

17. Ms. Sanchez: What we're going to do is we're going back to our... listen 
carefully first, before we move. We're going to take out the 
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paper we started doing our drawing. Once I look at your 
drawing and you are able to tell me what is your setting, who 
are your characters, what is your problem and your solution, 
then we're going to flip the paper over, and we're going to start 
writing one sentence on each line, okay? Do you understand? 
Thumbs up, Kara, if you understand.  

  ((multiple students, including Kara, give thumbs up symbol)) 
18. Ms. Sanchez: Who can tell me what we're going to do? Danny, what are we 

going to do when we go back to our seats? 
19. Danny (EL): Write our story? 
20. Ms. Sanchez: Right, but what do we have to do first? Kara. 
21. Kara (EL): Take our paper? 
22. Ms. Sanchez: Take our paper out, and you're going to tell me right... you're 

going to raise a quiet hand once you’re done, and we're to go 
around looking at your paper, and you're going to tell me your 
setting, your character, what's your problem in your story and 
your solution. 

23. Ms. Sanchez: All right good job, I can't wait to see these stories. Go ahead 
and take your papers. All quietly. 

24. Ms. Sanchez 
(to Olivia, EL): 

What’s your setting? 

25. Olivia (EL): ((points to castle in her drawing)) 
26. Ms. Sanchez: Okay write it down. 
27. Ms. Sanchez 

(to Lily, EL): 
Okay what’s going on in your story here friend? 

28. Lily (EL): I went to the castle. 
29. Ms. Sanchez 

(to Lily, EL): 
You went to the castle? Okay, and what happened?  

30. Lily (EL): And I… ((unintelligible)) 
31. Ms. Sanchez: Okay, what's the problem in your story? 
32. Lily (EL): Up here. ((points to castle)) 
33. Ms. Sanchez: You want to go up, where, in the castle?  
34. Lily (EL): ((nods)) 
35. Ms. Sanchez: And what happened? 
36. Lily (EL): ((pause, no response)) 
37. Ms. Sanchez: Okay so you want to go up to the castle, but maybe there's no 

way to get into the castle right? You need to add a little bit 
more detail to the drawing so we can really see what the 
problem is. 

38. Ms. Sanchez: Remember, our story needs to have characters, setting, 
problem. What's the problem, something is what?  

39. Lily (EL): Wrong. 
40. Ms. Sanchez: Something is wrong, something happened, right, and now we 

have to what? Think about what happened in your story okay? 
And then add that and tell me too.  
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Ms. Sanchez is about to explain the task, but first she must get the students’ attention 

(“What we're going to do is we're going back to our... listen carefully first, before we 

move.”). Using syntactically complex language and academic terms (setting, characters, 

solution), Ms. Sanchez then provides multi-step directions for the writing activity to the 

class (number 17). Students must (1) take out the paper (2) that they began working on 

previously, (3) have Ms. Sanchez review the drawing, (4) tell the setting, characters, 

problem, and solution to Ms. Sanchez, then (5) turn the paper over, and (6) write a 

sentence (7) on each line. Ms. Sanchez recognizes that the multi-step directions may have 

been overwhelming for students, and so she asks a global comprehension question (“Do 

you understand?”), then targets one specific EL to provide a non-verbal response. Kara, 

along with other students in the class, does provide the non-verbal response, a thumbs up. 

Still, Ms. Sanchez wants additional confirmation that EL students understand the 

directions, and she calls on one EL to share the directions (number 18). He is able to 

provide one step, though he is likely uncertain of the correctness of his response because 

he uses a rising intonation when responding (number 19). Ms. Sanchez partially accepts 

the response (“Right, but what do we have to do first?”). She then asks another EL 

student for the first part of the directions. That EL is also uncertain about her response, as 

indicated by a rising intonation. Ms. Sanchez accepts her response as well buts expands 

upon it, providing new directions in the expansion, that is, students now also need to raise 

their hand once they are done, with (if students recall the original set of directions) their 

drawing (number 22). Ms. Sanchez provides praise (“All right god job…”); the students 

have not provided the expected responses and, so, the positive feedback is gratuitous. Ms. 

Sanchez then instructs the class to quietly get their papers (number 23). 
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Students retrieved the papers from a folder attached to the back of their individual 

chairs. They work with a two-sided paper; one side includes the drawings they started 

previously. Some students add to their drawings; other begin writing on the other side of 

the paper (though Ms. Sanchez’s directions suggest student writing should not begin until 

after they have shared the setting, characters, problem, and solution of their stories with 

her); this is an indication that students have not fully comprehended the steps required of 

the activity. Figure 2 provides a reproduction of the second side. 

Figure 2: Story Components Writing Sheet 

Three Sentence Framework 

Example: Sara was in the woods.  
She was lost.  
She followed the path home. 

 

 (character and setting) 

 

 (problem) 

 

 (solution) 

 

As students work on their drawings or begin to fill in the blank lines on their paper, Ms. 

Sanchez circulates around the classroom, pausing to ask students about their drawings. 

She asks Olivia about the setting of her drawing (number 24) and accepts Olivia’s non-

verbal, gestural response, noting that Olivia should proceed with the next step, that is, 

writing down the setting (number 26). Ms. Sanchez then asks another student at the table, 
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Lily, about her drawing (number 27). (Note that Olivia’s and Lily’s drawing both feature 

a castle.) Lily responds with a simple, complete sentence (number 28), and Ms. Sanchez 

uses a series of open questions to elicit an expanded, more detailed response (numbers 

29, 31, 33, and 35). Lily, however, responds with limited verbal detail and supports her 

response with additional gesture (numbers 32 and 34). Ms. Sanchez reformulates the 

information Lily provides by offering a possible expanded response on behalf of Lily 

(“Okay so you want to go up to the castle, but maybe there's no way to get into the castle 

right?”). She then explains the need to provide more detail to the drawing so the story 

problem is clear (“You need to add a little bit more detail to the drawing so we can really 

see what the problem is.”) In number 38, Ms. Sanchez restates the components of the 

story and asks Lily for a definition of the story problem (“Remember, our story needs to 

have characters, setting, problem. What's the problem, something is… what?”). Lily 

completes Ms. Sanchez’s oral sentence starter with the single word “wrong.” Ms. 

Sanchez then recasts the response using two complete clauses (“Something is wrong, 

something happened, right…”) and asks Lily an additional question (“..and now we have 

to what?”). Before a response is provided, the teacher reiterates the need to provide 

additional detail to the drawing using more familiar language (“Think about what 

happened in your story okay? And then add that and tell me too.”). Following the excerpt, 

Ms. Sanchez works individually with students, asking them to explain their drawings in 

similar fashion.  

 The excerpt suggests that the language demands of the writing activity exceeded 

student understanding and ability; the verbal prompting Ms. Sanchez provides in the form 

of questioning and modeling may have been outside students’ current ZPD. The working 
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memory required to follow the directions may have contributed to cognitive overload. 

The academic vocabulary and complex syntax in procedural talk may not have benefited 

students; that is, the procedural talk may have been at too high a level, one that is outside 

students’ progressing developmental state and, therefore, unsuccessful (Vygotsky, 1978).  

 

5.1.1.6 Language Functions Aligned with the Language Strand of the Literacy 

Standards—Ms. Price’s Class 

An explicit connection to the language functions instantiated in the language strand of 

the literacy standards was featured in 5% of classroom discourse overall. The percentage 

of classroom discourse focused on language functions related to the language strand of 

the literacy standards ranged from zero to 34.31% of total class time across the four 

observations of the eight classrooms. Of the 32 formal literacy events observed, nine did 

not include any explicit focus on the language standards. In activities that did align with 

the language strand of the literacy standards, teachers focused mainly on the language 

functions of printing letters, using complete sentences, and using words and phrases from 

conversations and texts, and, to a lesser degree, forming plurals, using question words, 

and capitalizing.  

Ms. Price’s classroom featured the highest average percentage of language functions 

related to the language strand (M = 12.76%) across the eight classrooms observed. The 

activities were mainly presented as whole-class, teacher-led, though a portion of the 

activities were completed by students independently at their tables (e.g., printing letters 

on dry-erase boards, described below). Across the four observations, 52.42% of 

classroom language usage was aligned to the language functions implicit in the state’s 
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overall literacy standards. The remainder of classroom discourse was related to classroom 

management (M = 27.22%) or unrelated talk (M = 20.36%). 

The following excerpt, from the first observation of Ms. Price’s classroom, 

exemplifies the language function of printing letters, which was the most frequently 

featured activity in lessons aligned to the language strand. The lesson started with a 

Fundations phonemic awareness drill, which was presented as a game called Pick a Card, 

Any Card. Here, Ms. Price fanned out the letter-keyword-sound Fundations cards upside 

down, so the letter was not visible. Individual students were called on the select a card 

and lead the drill (i.e., the student said the letter name, the keyword picture, and the letter 

sound for the card selected). Then the class reviewed five decorative letters (e, j, g, z, q); 

that is, Ms. Price displayed the letter printed in a more decorative font, which she called a 

“fancy letter,” and asked students for the letter it represented. Prior to the writing activity, 

the class practiced short vowel sounds in drill-fashion. Ms. Price then announces, “It is 

time for sky writing.” Outside the context of the kindergarten classroom, the term “sky 

writing” would be meaningless. However, in the context of the writing activity, “sky 

writing” is clearly an academic term. The term refers to the Fundations method for 

learning to write letters by tracing them in the air (or “sky,” as referred to by Ms. Price 

and other teachers observed) following a prescribed formation. Sky writing also can refer 

to as the Fundations writing template, available to the kindergarteners as a dry-erase 

board, and also projected on a screen or whiteboard for times when students are engaged 

in sky writing. Figure 3 depicts the writing template that students use and that is projected 

for sky writing activities. 
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Figure 3: Fundations Writing Template 

 

© Wilson Fundations. Permission to photocopy granted. 

The Fundations writing method is prescriptive. Teachers instruct students to form 

letters by writing (in the air or on the erasable board) letters referencing the terms “sky 

line,” “plane line,” “grass line,” and “worm line.” These terms, again, academic in nature 

as that they are used specifically in a classroom literacy context, refer to the picture icons 

on the writing template. In the excerpt that follows, students are practicing letter writing 

in the air, as Ms. Price displays the writing template, with only one complete write-on-

line segment, via a projector. Students are standing up near their tables, facing Ms. Price 

at the front of the classroom. Ms. Price holds up a “Q” letter card to students. 

1. Ms. Price: Okay, who could tell me what letter this is? Raise your hand, 
it looks different than the fancy letter. Alexa? 

2. Alexa (EO): Q. 
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3. Ms. Price: It is the letter Q. Where did we start when we make a letter 
Q? Frankie? 

4. Frankie (EO): At the, at the plane line. 
5. Ms. Price: Right, at the plane line, so right now, Enzo, come back here 

with me please. Let's shake out our arms, and all make it 
nice. Take your two fingers, point them to the ceiling. 
((pause)) Now you get your other hand, you're putting it on 
your elbow. ((pause)) And now we're lowering our arm to 
point nice and straight to the plane line. ((pause)) We're 
flying backwards on the plane line, hook down to the grass 
line, now up to the plane line and trace back down to the 
worm line and give it a little pop. 

6. Ms. Price: Q-U, queen, [qu]. 
7. Students: Q-U, queen, [qu]. 
8. Ms. Price: Now the letter Q, its little curve, its little hook, is it by its 

buddy, is it pointing towards his friend the U? 
9. Students: Yes. 
10. Ms. Price: Yeah, it is, so that's how you know which way it needs to 

face. So let's do it again, shake out our arms. Like point to 
the plane line. Nice straight arms. Flying backwards, put 
down to the grass line, go back up to the plane lane, trace 
back down and hook at the worm line. 

11. Ms. Price: Q-U, queen, [qu]. 
12. Students: Q-U, queen, [qu]. 
13. Ms. Price: Okay, so now we're going to practice the letter Z. 

 

Ms. Price opens the activity by asking a display question related to letter recognition 

and calls on one student, an EO, to provide a response (number 1). When the student 

provides the expected single-letter answer (number 2), Ms. Price confirms the correct 

response by recasting it in a complete sentence (“It is the letter Q.”) She then calls on 

another student, also an EO, to state the starting location for writing the letter q (number 

3). The student is able to answer the recall question accurately (number 4). Ms. Price 

acknowledges the correct response (“Right, at the plane line…”) and, after brief 

behavior-management note (“Enzo, come back here with me please.”), provides multi-

step directions for the students to ready their bodies for sky writing. Ms. Price carefully 

and slowly explains each action and pauses to survey the room between direction lines to 
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ensure all students are performing the action as described (number 5). There are seven 

steps altogether for writing the lower-case letter q; students are expected to form the letter 

q in exactly the same way, from pointing the fingers toward the ceiling to forming the 

descending tail of the letter. Note that Ms. Price, at the front of the classroom, models the 

actions as well. Interesting is the figurative language used to convey the actions: As an 

airplane lowers, so to do the students’ arms as they point to the appropriate line; to form 

the circle of the q, students then fly backwards, hook down, trace back down, and, finally, 

give the letter “a little pop” (i.e., the tail on the descender). Such language, though not 

sophisticated on the surface, constitutes academic language in the context of the lesson. 

Students must connect the teacher-led input with the physical action needed to accurately 

write the letter q via “sky writing.” Once all students have completed the q writing task, 

Ms. Price reinforces the letter name, keyword picture, and letter sound (number 6), which 

the students repeat verbatim (as they do in many of the Fundations drills across all 

classrooms; section 5.1.1.3 provides a typical example). She then asks students a closed 

yes/no question, to ensure they correctly wrote (in the air) the “curve” or “hook” on the 

letter q so that it points to the right (number 8). Students provide an affirmative answer 

chorally (number 9), which Ms. Price acknowledges as correct, using a more familiar 

term for yes and expanding on the answer (“Yeah, it is, so that's how you know which 

way it needs to face.”). Ms. Price instructs students to practice writing the letter q once 

again, and repeating the directions, this time in a somewhat condensed form and at a 

slightly faster pace (“So let's do it again, shake out our arms. Like point to the plane line. 

Nice straight arms. Flying backwards, put down to the grass line, go back up to the plane 

lane, trace back down and hook at the worm line.”). She also repeats the letter name, 
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keyword, and sound, and the students echo the information. The sky writing lesson 

continues in a similar fashion with the letter Z. 

While the terms used in the sky writing activity are not, at surface level, sophisticated 

words, they can be seen as academic vocabulary. The terms are used in a specific 

classroom context and in respect to a specific literacy activity: learning to write letters, as 

aligned with the language strand of the literacy standards. Students must comprehend 

these terms in order to successfully complete the writing task. Not only must students 

comprehend the meaning of these very specific terms, they must internalize them 

(Vygotsky, 1978), as shown in the excerpt below (refer to number 23, in particular). 

Here, students have transitioned from sky writing to actual writing on the Fundations dry-

erase board. 

13. Ms. Price: You're going to watch me first. We're going to do the letter Z 
first, okay? Now listen to Ms. Price, I'm going to say it and I 
want you guys to repeat it. Okay? Start at the plane line. 

14. Students: Start at the plane line. 
15. Ms. Price: Slide forward on the plane line. 
16. Students: Slide forward on the plane line. 
17. Ms. Price: Slide down to the grass line. 
18. Students: Slide down to the grass line. 
19. Ms. Price: Slide forward on the grass line. 
20. Students: Slide forward on the grass line. 
21. Ms. Price: Z, zebra, [z]. 
22. Students: Z, zebra, [z]. 
23. Ms. Price: Do I want you to be saying those things to yourselves softly 

while you write? 
24. Students: Yeah. 
25. Ms. Price: Yes I do. So right now make me three letter Zs. 

 

Again, while the language on the surface does not contain any sophisticated 

vocabulary, the terms in the context of the writing lesson are specialized for the task and, 

therefore, constitute discipline-specific academic language. And while the syntax of the 
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linguistic input is generally zero- or simple-clause, with the exception of the procedural 

language (in numbers 12 and 23), the language demands overall require students to 

carefully follow directions, comprehend figurative language for the context of the writing 

activity, and internalize—memorize, even—the steps to write the letter z. This final 

excerpt from the lesson further emphasizes the importance of understanding the 

specialized language of writing in the kindergarten class. Ms. Price had just been 

circulating around the room, observing student writing of the letter z. 

26. Ms. Price: Okay. I notice that some of us wrote our Zs backwards. I just 
want to remind you. Look which way the plane is flying, the 
plane is facing. This is the front of the plane. So when Ms. 
Price says that the plane is flying forward, we're flying in the 
same direction as the plane, okay? So get after me, fly 
forward on the plane line. 

 

Should the language of directionality (e.g., backward, front, forward) be developing 

knowledge for any student, connecting the physical printing of the letter z with the 

directions, using the figurative “plane” language for step-by-step correct letter formation, 

will prove difficult. ELs, then, who are developing literacy skills in their emerging 

language have twice the load; that is, they must unpack the figurative language in order to 

complete the task. Ms. Price’s physical modeling of the steps as she slowly states the 

directions may provide gestural support for students who are still developing their 

understanding of directionality, though it is unclear whether that support is sufficient for 

all students. There is an assumption that the cognitive load of mapping letter formation 

onto the picture icons and related figurative language is one that would be manageable 

for all students. The task has substantial language demand. 
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5.1.1.7 Language Functions in Listening and Speaking Activities—Ms. Rogers’s Class 

An explicit connection to the language functions instantiated in the listening and 

speaking strand of the literacy standards was featured in an average of 11.27% of 

classroom discourse overall, with a range from 4.17% to 19.14% of total class time 

across the 32 observations. In activities that did align with the listening and speaking 

language functions, teachers focused mainly on the language functions of confirming 

understanding of oral content, requesting information, and describing familiar objects 

(people, places, things) and events.  

Ms. Rogers’s classroom featured the largest average percentage of language functions 

related to the listening and speaking strand (M = 19.14%) across the eight classrooms 

observed. The activities were mainly presented as whole-class, teacher-led, events. 

Across the four observations of Ms. Rogers’s class, 59.58% of classroom language usage 

was aligned to the language functions implicit in the state’s overall literacy standards. 

The remainder of classroom discourse was related to classroom management (M = 

18.50%) or unrelated talk (M = 21.92%). 

The following excerpt, from the first observation of Ms. Rogers’s classroom, 

exemplifies the discoursal characteristics surrounding the language function of the 

listening and speaking strand of the literacy standards. The lesson features a student 

show-and-tell presentation, globally aligning to the language function of describing 

familiar objects (people, places, things). The EO student, whose birthday is the day of the 

observation, had completed an All About Me poster with drawings, photos, and some 

limited handwritten text about himself. He displays the poster and responds to Ms. 

Rogers’s prompts regarding the information in the poster. 
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1. Ms. Rogers: Jelani come on up. Okay, Jelani brought in his poster today, 
so you gonna turn and face everybody. How old are you? 

2. Jelani (EO): Five. 
3. Ms. Rogers: When is your birthday? 
4. Jelani (EO): April 28th. 
5. Ms. Rogers: It's coming up. Where do you live? I live in… 
6. Jelani (EO): New Jersey. 
7. Ms. Rogers: What grade are you in? 
8. Jelani (EO): Kindergarten. 
9. Ms. Rogers: Who is your teacher? 
10. Jelani (EO): Ms. Rogers. 
11. Ms. Rogers: How do you get to school in the morning? 
12. Jelani (EO): Car and bus. 

Show-and-tell presentations can promote exposure to and use of academic language 

for young learners (Schleppegrell, 2004). In kindergarten classrooms, they often require 

speakers to retell a sequence of events using temporal words, precise vocabulary, and 

appropriate register (Barnes et al., 2016); students’ show-and-tell presentations that 

follow teacher expectations often display linguistic features similar to literacy contexts 

(Schleppegrell, 2004, p. 33). The show-and-tell presentation excerpted here, however, 

does not allow for such academic features to emerge. The teacher prompts the presenter 

with a series of closed questions (related to the listening and speaking language function, 

request information) in which single-word and zero-clause responses can be provided. 

And, the speaker responds accordingly. No request for expansion or additional detail is 

made, which would have aligned with the listening and speaking language function, to 

provide additional detail. No attempt to foster independence and allow the presentation to 

be student-led is made. So, while the student is performing the language function of 

describing familiar objects, people, places, and things, the linguistic output is unduly 

simplistic and constrained. During the lesson, it was clear that the teacher was concerned 

about the time available to complete the lesson developed, and it is plausible that the 

teacher simplified the requirements of the task to move on quickly to the next activity. 
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Nevertheless, the opportunity to fully meet the listening and speaking standards was 

missed. 

The presentation continues as such, with the teacher asking closed questions related 

to the people in the presenter’s family, desired occupation, and favorite animal, food, 

book, sport, school activity, and home activity, all leading to single-word and zero-clause 

responses with no request for expansion or detail. Following the question-answer series, 

Ms. Rogers asks the student to present on the show-and-tell object. In the following 

excerpt, students do have an opportunity, though a limited one, to engage in the language 

functions of participating in a multiple-exchange conversation and following rules for 

discussion. 

13. Ms. Rogers: All right and he brought in something for show and tell, too? 
So go ahead and share that. 

14. Jelani (EO): This is my Han Solo. He makes noise. ((presses noise 
button)) He can do flips, but his leg is broken so he really 
can't do a flip now. He did too many flips. 

15. Ms. Rogers: Any comments or questions? 
16. Jelani (EO): And… ((pause)) 
17. Adara (EO): I really like, I really like your toy. 
18. Jelani (EO): Thank you. Anyone else? 
19. Joey (EO): How can it do the splits? 
20. Jelani (EO): It can't do no splits. 
21. Joey (EO): How did it break then? 
22. Jelani (EO): It did too many flips, I just said that. 
23. Ms. Rogers: Too many flips. Not splits, flips. One more. 
24. Jelani (EO): Troy. 
25. Ms. Rogers: Oh his hand's not up, he didn't have a, he doesn't have a 

comment, so you can pick somebody else buddy. 
26. Jelani (EO): Um… 
27. Ms. Rogers: Quickly, quickly. 
28. Jelani (EO): Carla. 
29. Carla (EO): That’s a really nice toy. 
30. Jelani (EO): Thank you. 
31. Ms. Rogers: All right, now everybody. No, no I got it. Thank you. All 

right, boys and girls… 
32. Jelani (EO): There are some more toys. His leg is broken! Look at it! 
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33. Ms. Rogers: All right, so why don't you, you're going to put this in your 
backpack. So it doesn't break any more. And my friends 
here, you are going to go back to the, go back to a center, 
okay? Red group first. 

As is evident in the excerpt, once control over the show-and-tell presentation is 

transferred from the teacher to the student, student output becomes more lexically and 

syntactically rich. The student, an EO, names the toy figure, then explains a key feature 

of the toy while demonstrating the feature using complete sentences [“This is my Han 

Solo. He makes noise. ((presses noise button))]. The presenter adds detail, noting a 

characteristic of the toy that is no longer functioning and explains why (“He can do flips, 

but his leg is broken so he really can't do a flip now. He did too many flips.”) Ms. Rogers 

quickly interjects to invite students to ask the presenter a question or make a comment 

related to the presentation. However, Jelani was just about to add some additional 

information about the toy figure. He discontinues his thought and remains silent, waiting 

for the first student question or comment. When a comment is made by an EO (number 

17), Jelani provides the appropriate, polite response in the context and requests additional 

questions or comments (number 18). It is clear he is familiar with the norms of a show-

and-tell question-and-answer session. Another EO peer asks an open question of the 

presenter (number 19), which the presenter dismisses (number 20). The peer then asks a 

follow-up question, requesting clarification (“How did it break then?”), displaying he was 

paying close attention to the speaker’s presentation. Jelani, with some frustration, restates 

why the toy figure is broken (“It did too many flips, I just said that.”). Ms. Rogers 

perceives a comprehension issue regarding the term “flips,” and provides some 

clarification for the questioner (“Too many flips. Not splits, flips. One more.”). It is not 

clear, though, whether the questioner understood the difference in meaning between splits 
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and flips or misinterpreted what the presenter original said; however, the presentation 

continued without additional clarification. After one more student comments on the toy 

figure, the show-and-tell is ended, though it is clear Jelani would like to continue with his 

presentation (number 32). Ms. Rogers prompts students to transition to their literacy 

centers. 

The teacher-led closed questions and time constraints (evident by Ms. Rogers’s 

demand to speed things up, number 27) disallowed the opportunity for the presenter and 

his peers to fully engage in the listening and speaking language functions during the 

show-and-tell activity. With appropriate prompting and guidance, students could engage 

in extended academic discourse when describing familiar objects (people, places, things), 

a language function of the listening and speaking standards. Show and tell, a common 

practice in early grades, can provide exposure to and practice with language demands 

specific to school contexts (Schleppegrell, 2004), such as retelling, sequencing, providing 

supporting details, and using appropriate register for the context. Compare the excerpt 

above with the one shared in section 5.1.2. In the latter, the student presentations are 

dominated by the teacher’s prompting, while student output is generally limited to single-

word and zero- and simple-clause responses. Nevertheless, the teacher prompted students 

to provide both what the project was and an explanation for the project—the latter open 

prompt allowing, at least, for the potential of more extensive linguistic output from 

students. In the excerpt above, the teacher-led portion of the presentation provide no 

genuine opportunities for student output of linguistically sophisticated talk. It is only 

when the presentation becomes student led that the presenter is able to discuss his show 

and tell with more than brief, simple, zero-clause responses. As SCT specifies, higher 
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cognitive processes develop through social activity as mediated by tools, largely by 

language (Vygotsky, 1978). The interaction among teacher, presenter, and audience 

during the show-and-tell could provide a rich context for understanding and producing 

language. However, due to time constraints, that opportunity for development was 

missed. 

5.1.2 Lexical Complexity in Academic Literacy Tasks in Kindergarten Classrooms 

5.1.2.1 Descriptive Statistics 

To answer research question one, I first calculated descriptive statistics on the 

percentage of lexically complex language used in the eight kindergarten classrooms. As 

noted previously, lexical complexity was operationalized as the percentage of 

sophisticated words present in classroom discourse inclusive of both teacher and student 

talk (refer to Gámez and Lesaux [2012] and Weizman and Snow [2001] for comparable 

approaches to operationalizing lexical complexity). Descriptive statistics indicate that less 

than ten percentage of words used were sophisticated words, across all observations. 

Especially striking is the great variability of sophisticated word use both within a 

classroom over the four observations and across the eight classrooms, with a range from 

2.04% to 9.49% (M = 4.82, SD = 1.32). Table 7 shows the lexical complexity of 

discourse across the four observations in each of the eight classrooms that participated in 

the study. Table 7 also provides the average and standard deviation of lexical complexity 

of classroom discourse in each of the eight classrooms.  
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Table 7: Percentage of Sophisticated Words in Classroom Discourse 

Class Time 1  Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 M SD 
Davis 5.44 5.42 5.83 8.01 6.18 1.24 
Evans 4.79 3.36 9.49 7.07 6.18 2.69 
Moore 2.93 5.55 5.66 3.91 4.51 1.32 
Olson 4.91 3.00 4.53 5.72 4.54 1.14 
Price 3.67 3.48 5.14 3.79 4.02 0.76 
Rogers 4.70 3.63 5.89 2.72 4.24 1.37 
Sanchez 3.51 5.19 4.20 2.04 3.74 1.32 
Scott 4.19 5.10 5.86 5.47 5.16 0.71 

 
This finding is consistent with other research (e.g., Barnes & Dickinson, 2017; 

Bowers & Vasilyeva, 2011; Gámez & Lesaux, 2012), and indicates students were 

exposed to a varying range of lexically complex language during the observations. Note 

that there is no clear pattern of sophisticated word use; lexically complex language does 

not consistently increase from the first to the final observation. Language used in Ms. 

Evans; class for example, varied from about 3% of words as sophisticated during the 

second observation to nearly 10% sophisticated word use during the third observation. 

The largest percentage of lexically complex language in Ms. Olson’s class was during the 

final observation, at nearly 6%, whereas the lowest percentage was during the second 

observation, at 3%.  

5.1.2.2 Lexically Complex Language Usage in Formal Literacy Events 

While lexically complex language constituted less than 10% of all language used 

across observations, there are vivid instantiations of sophisticated word usage from the 

data that serve to contextualize descriptive results. There were a number of representative 

exemplars across the classroom discourse in which lexical diversity was exhibited during 

whole-class, shared reading events across the classrooms. (The phrase “shared reading” 

refers to a literacy event where a teacher [or other adult] reads aloud a text [typically a 
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storybook, picture book, or grade-appropriate chapter book] to students, modeling good 

reading skills [e.g., fluency, expression] and pausing to ask questions and encourage 

discussions about the text.) The following excerpt, taken from the fourth observation of 

Ms. Davis’s classroom, illustrates typical language usage found among the classrooms. In 

this excerpt, Ms. Davis is previewing the cover of the trade picture book, Otis and the 

Tornado, by Loren Long.  

1.  Ms. Davis: I see a picture of a tractor maybe, but the tractor has two eyes, a 
nose and a mouth and so, what does that tell me about the 
tractor? Is it a real tractor? 

2.  Ajay (EL): No. 
3.  Ms. Davis: Why not? 
4.  Ajay (EL): Because tractors don't have faces. 
5.  Ms. Davis: Oh no they don't. So that tells us that this is probably what kind 

of story? What do you think, Jess? 
6.  Jess (EO): A fiction story. 
7.  Ms. Davis: You're so right. It's fiction because we know that this doesn't 

happen in real life.  
 

Ms. Davis’s apparent focus in this heavily teacher-fronted exchange is to ensure 

students understand “fiction” as a common text type. Following the measure of lexical 

complexity outlined in section 4.5.1.3, using the Stemach and Williams (1998, 2005) 

word list, “fiction” is the only term in the exchange that is a sophisticated word. (Note 

that the Stemach and Williams word list, subdivided into 10 lists of 250 words each that 

decrease in frequency as the lists progress, includes “tractor” on the penultimate 

frequency level). In support of students’ understanding of text types, Ms. Davis describes 

the illustration of the tractor on the book cover, highlighting the human-like features of a 

tractor, in order to elicit the type of book they are about to read (number 1). Ms. Davis 

targets students’ zone of proximal development (ZPD, Vygotsky, 1978) in a whole-class 

approach by providing visual, contextual support, enabling students to bridge their 
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current level of knowledge to developing knowledge regarding text types. She asks 

students whether the tractor is “real” (number 1) and, after one EL student, Ajay, 

responds “No,” Ms. Davis prompts Ajay for a reason (number 3), which he correctly 

provides (number 4). Ms. Davis then directly requests the type of story (number 5). When 

an EO student does respond the book is a work of fiction (number 6), Ms. Davis provides 

positive reinforcement and then provides additional teacher input by stating a fictitious 

story is one that did not actually occur (number 7). Important to note is that it is a student 

who provides the academic vocabulary (i.e., “fiction”) in this exchange, thereby allowing 

for a classroom in which both student and teacher can serve as models of academic 

language use. (Vygotsky [1978] argues that development in the ZPD can occur through 

guidance from an adult or more capable peers.) Nevertheless, it is the teacher who leads 

and controls the exchange—following an initiate-respond-evaluate model (IRE, Cazden, 

2001; Mehan, 1979)—and provides a substantial amount of input, which was a common 

feature across all classroom observations and consistent with studies that have examined 

the proportion of teacher input to total input in the classroom (Dickinson & Porche, 2011, 

Hindman et al., 2019; Hollo & Wehby, 2017). This teacher input features high-frequency 

vocabulary in service of supporting students’ understanding of the academic term, 

“fiction.”  

The discussion of text types continues; Ms. Davis builds on students’ new knowledge 

of fiction as a text type to introduce a specific type of fiction: fantasy. Before introducing 

the word fantasy, also a sophisticated word following the Stemach and Williams word list 

(1988, 2005), she reminds student of another shared reading story, this one from the 
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Curious George series (title of the story not mentioned during the discussion), as a means 

of comparing two texts of the same genre. 

8.  Ms. Davis: Do you remember that story that we've read before about 
Curious George, right? And that's the monkey that does what? 
Is it a monkey that lives in the zoo? Is it a monkey that lives in 
the jungle? 

9.  Students: No. ((in chorus)) 
10.  Ms. Davis: No. It's a monkey that does what kind of things? Curious 

George is a monkey that does what kind of things? I am 
making a connection here to Otis and Curious George. 

11.  Aury (EO): He's doing human things. 
12.   Ms. Davis: Very good. He's doing human things, that is right. Like going 

to…? 
13.  Aury (EO): The zoo. 
14.  Ms. Davis: The zoo or going to…? 
15.  Aury (EO): School. 
16.  Ms. Davis: School, and he usually gets into lots of trouble. Now, Curious 

George is a little monkey. Is that how monkeys behave? Do 
any monkeys ever do the stuff that Curious George does? 

17.  Students: No. ((in chorus)) 
18.  Ms. Davis: Like going to school or the zoo or on a dinosaur dig? No, of 

course not. And so that's called... Does anyone remember what 
kind of fiction that is? 

19.  Liam (EO): Just fiction. 
20.  Ms. Davis: Well, that's a good guess but it does start with an F. Fan... 
21.  Molly (EO): Fantasy. 
22.  Ms. Davis: Very good, it's a fantasy. And so, do we ever see tractors that 

have faces and talk and smile? 
23.  Students: No. ((in chorus)) 
24.  Ms. Davis: So I think that this might be a special kind of fiction called, 

what was that again? 
25.  Molly (EO): Fantasy. 
26.  Ms. Davis: Fantasy. Well done.  
 

Ms. Davis spends a substantial amount time discussing students’ prior knowledge of 

the Curious George book series to try to support their understanding of the literary 

subgenre of Otis and the Tornado (numbers 8, 10, 12, 14, and 16). (The teacher, here, 

however, may be incorrect in categorizing Curious George series and Otis and the 

Tornado as fantasy. Otis and the Tornado cannot easily be categorized into a genre other 
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than picture book; if anything, it might be considered a “modernist fairy tale” [A. Immel, 

Cotsen Children’s Library, personal communication, November 25, 2019].) After asking 

a closed question (i.e., one that has one, usually short, correct response) related to the 

specific type of fiction of the Curious George book (number 18), one EO student, Liam, 

does not respond as expected (number 19). An example of contingency—that is, 

providing appropriate scaffolding based on learning occurring in the very moment, an 

extension of the ZPD (Walqui, 2006)—Ms. Davis attempts to provide a scaffold to help 

students narrow down possible response options (number 20); however, the support is a 

simple mnemonic (i.e., providing the first letter sound) that assumes students already 

know the word “fantasy” along with its meaning in context, but they just require some 

assistance to retrieve it. Molly, another EO student is able to supply the expected 

response (number 21), and Ms. Davis then scaffolds students’ understanding of the 

academic term fantasy by connecting the Curious George book with Otis and the 

Tornado and by reiterating how texts in which anthropomorphism is present constitutes 

the fantasy subgenre of fiction (number 22). Finally, the teacher has Molly, an EO, repeat 

the term, “fantasy” (number 25). In this discussion, where teacher talk is predominant, 

high-frequency vocabulary is applied to build understanding of a single sophisticated 

word: fantasy. This term had been discussed in the class previously, as indicated by Ms. 

Davis’s question, “Does anyone remember what kind of fiction that is?” (number 18); 

still, it is clear that the prior exposure to the term was not sufficient to allow students to 

easily recall it. From a Vygotskian SCT perspective, the educational context (i.e., the 

interpersonal plane) provides the foundation for the potential to learn and eventual, 

internalized development (intrapersonal plane) to take place. Multiple exposures to and 
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productive, interactive discussions about sophisticated words may be needed for 

internalization to occur. 

The discussion around the illustration on the book cover continues, now with a focus 

on the term, tornado.  

27.  Ms. Davis: Now, does anybody know what a tornado is? We have talked 
about them before. So who can make a connection? What is a 
tornado? … Okay, raise your hand and don't call out please. 
What's a tornado? 

28.  Justin (EO): A lightning thunderstorm that spins around. 
29.  Ms. Davis: A thunderstorm that spins round. That's a very good 

description to describe that. Very well. There's another name 
for a tornado, who remembers what it's called and it has to do 
with, what did you say again Justin? You think it's like a 
thunderstorm that does what? 

30.  Justin (EO): Spin. 
31.  Ms. Davis: It spins around. Great. And another me for a tornado, has to do 

with spinning? Starts with T, remember? 
32.  Ms. Davis: It spins, starts with a T. Twists, that's right. So sometimes 

tornadoes are called twisters because of that spinning… 
 

Ms. Davis prompts students to “make a connection” (number 27), which is a widely used 

comprehension strategy intended to activate students’ prior knowledge (Palinscar & 

Schutz, 2011), and one aligned with the notion of ZPD, in that a more knowledgeable 

other encourages the learner to access already internalized knowledge and associate with 

new knowledge. Similarly, it is an example of continuity in instructional scaffolding 

(Walqui, 2006), in which similar tasks are performed in interconnected ways. 

“Connection” is a sophisticated word that was frequently used in Ms. Davis’s classroom 

in the context of the comprehension strategy. However, before soliciting a response, she 

makes a different request; Ms. Davis asks for a definition of the word tornado (number 

27). And, while tornado is not categorized as a sophisticated word per se, the definition 

provided by Justin, an EO, (number 28) and repeated by Ms. Davis, along with her 
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positive reinforcement (number 29), do included sophisticated vocabulary: thunderstorm, 

description, describe. Ms. Davis then prompts students for a synonym of tornado (number 

29). She asks Justin to reiterate what the thunderstorm in a tornado does (number 29) and, 

once the word “spin” (number 30) is provided as further support in building vocabulary, 

Ms. Davis then offers the word she had wanted students to provide, “twist” and provides 

the word “twister” as the synonym for “tornado” with only limited explanation (‘because 

of that spinning spinning,” number 32). The opportunity to explicitly discuss grammatical 

word families was missed during this guided reading event. (A word family, defined as a 

base word and its inflections and common derivations—such as describe, description; 

spin, spinning; and twist, twister—could have been explicitly taught in the context of the 

lesson. In fact, such a mini-lesson would have been aligned to NJSLS-ELA L4. 

“Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and phrases 

by using context clues, analyzing meaningful word parts, and consulting general and 

specialized reference materials, as appropriate” [p. 11].) Nevertheless, the extratextual 

talk, or talk surrounding and related to the reading of the narrative (but outside the text of 

the narrative itself), offers students exposure to lexically rich language—language that 

includes sophisticated words as well as high-frequency words used in support of 

vocabulary acquisition. Exposure to academic words, however, is not sufficient for 

language development; following an SCT framework, producing language is critical for 

learning and internalization to occur (Swain & Deters, 2007). In consideration of SCT, 

then, even though EL and EO students were, at times, exposed to sophisticated words 

during these formal literacy events, uptake of sophisticated vocabulary may potentially be 
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impeded due to limited opportunities to fully engage in using—via speaking and/or 

writing—the language in classroom contexts with their teachers and peers.  

Another instantiation of lexical diversity exhibited during whole-class, teacher-led, 

read-aloud events is found Ms. Evans’s classroom. The following excerpt, taken from the 

third observation, illustrates sophisticated word usage related to direct instruction of new 

vocabulary in the kindergarten classrooms during shared reading activities. In this 

excerpt, Ms. Evans presents a non-fiction trade book, Red Eyes or Blue Feathers: A Book 

About Animal Colors by Patricia M. Stockland. This informational text describes how 

animals use camouflage and other color adaptations to survive in the wild. Prior to 

reading the story aloud, Ms. Evans previews four sophisticated vocabulary words—

communicate, temperature, sly, and scent—from the text; the preview of the first term, 

communicate, is included in the excerpt. 

1. Ms. Evans: We have a new story today, and on Mondays we learn new 
vocabulary. So, let's read our I-Can statement, ready? 

2. Students: I can learn new vocabulary. ((in chorus)) 
3. Ms. Evans: Let's try it again. 
4. Students: I can learn new vocabulary. ((in chorus, louder)) 
5. Ms. Evans: So today, we're going to learn new vocabulary. When I say 

learn new vocabulary, what are we going to do? Can 
someone raise their hand? Cecelia, what are we going to 
do? 

6. Cecelia (EO): We're going to say the word of those on there. 
7. Ms. Evans: We're going to learn new words, right? We're going to learn 

new words. 
8. Cecelia (EO): That's what I meant. 
9. Ms. Evans: That's good. All right, our first new word that we're going to 

hear in this book is, can you echo my word, say, 
'communicate'. 

10. Students: Communicate. ((in chorus)) 
11. Ms. Evans: Communicate. What does the word 'communicate' mean? 

You're going to hear that in our story. Mark, what does the 
word 'communicate' mean? 

12. Mark (EO): It means like you know something. 
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13. Ms. Evans: Hmm, can someone help him out? Jackson, what does the 
word 'communicate' mean? 

14. Jackson (EO): Don't give up? 
15. Ms. Evans: Don't give up? Hmm, Kayleigh? 
16. Kayleigh 

(EO): 
Communicate is when you are together. 

17. Ms. Evans: Okay, I think you're thinking of the word 'community'. 
Communicate means to talk. That's an action. Let's do 
community, or communicate. Echo me, say communicate. 

18. Students: Communicate. ((in chorus)) 
19. Ms. Evans: Communicate means to talk to your friend. You're talking to 

each other. It's kind of like, in writing, we were talking 
about the word 'dialogue', when two characters are talking 
to each other. They're communicating. They're talking to 
each other. So you're going to hear that word. The next 
word you're going to hear, echo my word, say 'sly'. 

 

At the top of the lesson, Ms. Evans reminds students that Monday is the day to focus 

on new vocabulary. This reminder itself may serve to prime students for the activity 

within their ZPD, as they will recall the format and organization of previous vocabulary 

lessons in order to build new vocabulary. She displays the four pre-selected vocabulary 

words on an easel. Ms. Evans requests an explanation for what it means to “learn new 

vocabulary” (number 5) and when an EO student provides an incomplete response 

(number 6), Ms. Evans recasts the student’s statement (number 7), reiterating that 

learning vocabulary is learning new words. Here, the teacher takes the time to ensure 

metalanguage (in this case, the metalanguage is the sophisticated term, “vocabulary”) is 

defined. Ms. Evans then follows a pattern in presenting the new vocabulary terms to 

students: she says the term (number 9); the students repeat, or “echo,” the term as a whole 

class (number 10); she provides individual students with an opportunity to define the 

term (numbers 11, 13, 15); she provides the definition if the students do not provide the 

correct meaning (number 17); students repeat the vocabulary word (number 18); the 
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teacher provides a more expansive definition of the term (number 19). This prescriptive 

word-learning format allows for Ms. Evans to quickly provide both whole class 

instruction and targeted instruction within individual student’s ZPD when a student is 

unable to correctly define the term on his or her own. One EO student, Kayleigh, defines 

communicate as “when you are together” (number 16), and Ms. Evans suggests the 

student may be confusing the word “community” with “communicate” (number 17); Ms. 

Evans then defines the term communicate for the class (number 17). The teacher also 

makes a connection between communicate and a sophisticated term they recently learned 

during a writing activity, “dialogue” (number 19). Ms. Evans thereby re-introduces and 

reinforces vocabulary from another lesson. She also uses the term, “characters”; however, 

no explanation of the term is provided. Since Ms. Evans states the term without defining 

or asking for a definition, students may already be familiar with the meaning of 

“characters.”  

Following the vocabulary preview, Ms. Evans reads aloud the informational text, 

requesting that students put a thumbs up in the air when they hear any of the four 

vocabulary words.  

20. Ms. Evans: The first animal you're going to learn about is the red eye tree 
frog. “Bright red eyes shine in the night. The red eye tree frog is 
wide awake. During the night, this tiny frog hides its bright colors 
from closing its eyes and tucking up its legs. The red eye tree 
frog's shiny green back blends in with the trees. Predators think 
this little frog is a leaf.” What does the word 'predators' mean? 
We talked about that word. Yeah? 

21. Megan (EO): Um it's almost like a person. 
22. Ms. Evans: Okay, Jax? 
23. Jax (EO): It's their enemy. 
24. Ms. Evans: It's their enemy. So this red eye tree frog blends in and it hides 

from its enemies. 
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While “predator” was not selected as vocabulary for pre-teaching, Ms. Evans pauses 

during the read aloud to request a definition from an EO student (number 21), who does 

not provide an expected response. She then accepts a response from a second EO student 

(number 23), repeats the response, and then uses the response in a sentence related to the 

story (number 24). However, further discussion regarding the sophisticated word predator 

was not pursued, even though one student indicated a lack of understanding of the term. 

Because eventual, internalized development on the intrapersonal plane is cumulative, 

requiring longer term engagement with language in multiple social or educational 

contexts (Vygotsky, 1978), students may have benefited from a richer, deeper discussion 

surrounding the sophisticated word, predator. Nevertheless, the read-aloud continues. 

When one of the vocabulary words previewed is read aloud, students do not raise a thumb 

in the air; Ms. Evans then prompts them to and pauses the read-aloud to elicit examples 

of scents from individual students, as illustrated in the following excerpt. 

25. Ms. Evans: Ooh, a red fox. “Rusty color fur rustles through the woods. A 
red fox follows ((sniffs loudly)) a scent.”  
Show me a thumbs-up. A scent.  
“This small fox finds food in many places. Its red coat and dark 
tail help it blend in with plants and trees. Neither predators nor 
prey can see this slyyyy fox. Being able to hide so well, helps 
this animal to live and survive in many different places.”  
So I heard two vocabulary words. We heard 'sly' and 'scent'. 
What kind of scent do you think the fox was following? Bryan, 
what kind of scent? 

26. Bryan (EO): A tree? 
27. Ms. Evans: A tree? 
28. Bryan (EO): Or cookies or cheese! 
29. Ms. Evans: Cookies, cheese? Those are good. Raise your hand if you have 

an idea. Think about what kind of food, or what kind of things 
that a fox might eat. 

30. Student (EO): Meat. 
31. Ms. Evans: That's a good idea, because you know a fox, they eat meat. 
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Ms. Evans’s request for examples of the scent a fox might follow elicits both non-

accepted (“tree,” numbers 26, 27) and accepted (numbers 28, 29, 30) responses from EOs 

exclusively. Ms. Evans provides students to opportunity to reflect on a fox’s meals 

(number 29) before the final, accepted response is offered (number 30) using high-

frequency words. Ms. Evans, however, never provides or elicits an explicit definition of 

the word “scent” in the interaction; it is unclear whether Bryan’s second response 

confirms an implicit understanding of the word “scent,” and the segue from the scent a 

fox follows to the food a fox eats might not have afforded students the opportunity to 

connect the two ideas together. 

Lessons that focused on foundational literacy skills also featured some sophisticated 

vocabulary. During observations, all teachers, with the exception of Ms. Sanchez, the 

bilingual teacher, formally instructed students on foundational literacy skills using the 

Fundations® Kindergarten curriculum. Each teacher presented the foundational literacy 

skills lesson in nearly identical formats and, as such, the Fundations programs is applied 

in a highly prescriptive manner (refer to section 5.1.1.3 for a more detailed description of 

the foundational literacy skills format). During such instruction, teachers used the 

metalanguage for foundational literacy skills. Expectations to understand and use such 

metalanguage were evident throughout lessons focused on foundational literacy skills. 

The following excerpt, from the third observation of Ms. Moore’s classroom, illustrates 

such expectations. 

1. James (EO): We're going to make three piles. 
2. Students: One's for consonants, one's for vowels, one's for digraphs. 

((in chorus)) 
3. James (EO): What makes vowels special? 
4. Students: There’s at least one vowel in every word. ((in chorus)) 
5. James (EO): What makes digraphs special? 
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6. Students: Two letters make one sound. ((in chorus)) 
7. James (EO): Let's do a fancy letter. What makes them fancy? 
8. Students: We see them in books and computers. ((in chorus)) 

 

In the excerpt, one EO student, James, plays the role of the teacher and leads the full 

class in a memorized exercise that has been repeated throughout the school year. James 

has letter cards that he and the class later sort into three categories: consonants, vowels, 

and digraphs (numbers 1 and 2). In addition to the full class stating the terms themselves 

as a memorized chunk (number 2), they also provide a brief definition of the terms 

“vowels” and “digraphs,” also as memorized chunks (numbers 4, 6). The term 

“consonant,” however, goes undefined. After the brief, group review of these three sound 

categories, students then follow the same pattern (i.e., question by student, choral 

response by remaining students) in identifying letter name, providing letter sounds, and 

providing the letter “story,” which is a retell of the letter name, a statement of the picture 

on the letter card, and a retell of the letter sound presented as a memorized chunk. During 

such lessons, the focus on foundational literacy skills in such a format did not afford 

opportunities for academic vocabulary beyond the metalanguage presented at the 

beginning of the lesson. Following the oral recitation of the letter names, sounds, and 

stories, Ms. Moore then led the whole class in decoding consonant-vowel-consonant 

(CVC), CVCC, and CCVC words. One student decoded a word presented on the board 

using a “tapping” strategy, that is, touching thumb to index finger and saying the letter 

sound of the first letter, touching thumb to middle finger when pronouncing the next 

letter sound, and touching thumb to ring finger when pronouncing the third letter sound. 

Then the student would draw an imaginary line in the air and blend the sounds together in 

saying the whole word. Following this activity, Ms. Moore prompted the student to 
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define the word or provide the word in a sentence. While many of the words presented in 

such a fashion were high frequency, some were sophisticated words, for example, the 

word “thud” that was presented during Ms. Moore’s lesson. 

1. Ms. Moore: So do you remember what a thud is? What does a thud mean? 
James, do you remember? ((student shakes head)) 

2. Ms. Moore: I'll give you an example. You guys want to try to figure it out? 
3. Students: Yeah. 
4. Ms. Moore: I was in my house and I was downstairs in the kitchen. Right 

above me is my brother's room. He dropped something on the 
floor and downstairs I heard a big thud. 

6. Ms. Moore: Levi? 
7. Levi (EO): It's a sound. 
8. Ms. Moore: It's like a loud sound. So if something fell upstairs, I would hear 

a loud ((makes noise with hands)) thud. 
 

Again, not all CVC, CVCC, and CCVC are high frequency, and, therefore, the 

opportunity to present and discuss more sophisticated words can occur during 

foundational literacy skills lessons, though this occurrence was limited during the 

observations. In the excerpt, Ms. Moore does take the time to review the word “thud” 

after students decoded the word together, orally. It appears the word “thud” has been 

presented previously, as Ms. Moore asks James whether he remembers its meaning 

(number 1). When James indicates he does not know the meaning, Ms. Moore provides 

the term in a sentence, allowing students the opportunity to understand word meaning 

through contextual support. When an EO student, Levi, provides a basic definition 

(number 6), Ms. Moore recasts, providing additional information about the word meaning 

(number 8), both verbally and gesturally. The excerpt exemplifies that, even during a 

foundational literacy skills lesson, opportunities to present and discuss sophisticated 

words are present. Whether teachers and students continue to explore the meanings and 

uses of such academic vocabulary in subsequent lessons was not observed. As in the 
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excerpt from Ms. Davis’s class provided previously, the teacher input also featured high-

frequency vocabulary in service of supporting students’ understanding of the academic 

term, “thud.” High-frequency vocabulary is used to verbally scaffold student 

understanding of novel terms and sophisticated words. 

The series of excerpts provided above demonstrate the varying ways ELs and EOs are 

exposed to sophisticated vocabulary during formal literacy events in the kindergarten 

classrooms. Clearly, shared reading events of literary and informational texts afforded 

greater opportunities for exposure to and discussion about sophisticated words than 

lessons related to foundational literacy; the books presented simply included more 

lexically rich language than what is offered during foundational literacy skill building, 

which is focused on discrete skills of phonological awareness, phonics, and word 

recognition. Additionally, while much of the instructional talk surrounding the use of the 

sophisticated words featured high-frequency vocabulary, the instructional talk may have 

been a needed support to target instruction within students’ ZPD. The teachers in this 

study provided extensive input in the presentation of novel terms, as an instructional 

strategy to build vocabulary knowledge for all students during the predominately whole-

class activities. Teacher input alone, however, is not sufficient to fully support language 

development. Scaffolded instruction with students’ ZPD, following Walqui (2006) and 

van Lier (2004), would allow for continuity, where similar tasks are performed in 

different and interconnected ways; contextual support, where access to an 

accommodating learning environment is provided; intersubjectivity, where participation 

in the learning environment is mutual and respectful; contingency, where learning goals 

and processes and based on the needs of the student in the moment; handover/takeover, 
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where the student gradually takes on more and more of the task with greater 

independence; and flow, where student skills and challenges are well balanced in the 

learning environment. 

5.1.3 Syntactic Complexity in Academic Literacy Tasks in Kindergarten Classrooms 

5.1.3.1 Descriptive Statistics 

To further answer research question one, and as done for lexical complexity, I 

calculated descriptive statistics for the percentage of syntactically complex language used 

in the eight kindergarten classrooms. As noted previously, syntactic complexity was 

operationalized as the percentage of complex, multiclause utterances in classroom 

discourse (refer to Gámez and Lesaux [2012] and Gámez et al [2017] for comparable 

approaches to operationalizing syntactic complexity). While syntactic complexity in 

discourse across the eight classrooms comprised an average of 33% of total utterances, 

there was substantial variability in the percentage of syntactic complexity both within and 

across classrooms, with a range from 11.59% to 65.96% (M = 33.23, SD = 9.25). These 

findings follow a similar trend as findings for lexical complexity, which are described in 

section 5.1.1. Table 8 shows the syntactic complexity of discourse across the four 

observations in each of the eight classrooms that participated in the study. Table 8 also 

provides the average and standard deviation of syntactic complexity of classroom 

discourse in each of the classrooms.  
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Table 8: Percentage of Syntactically Complex Utterances in Classroom Discourse 

Class Time 1  Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 M SD 
Davies 40.92 43.84 65.96 52.93 50.91 11.26 
Evans 26.80 26.84 33.77 20.80 27.05 5.30 
Moore 30.60 58.45 28.31 44.21 40.39 13.93 
Olson 32.63 13.78 33.70 29.36 27.37 9.24 
Price 24.18 29.78 35.05 38.11 31.78 6.12 
Rogers 43.49 30.09 23.69 42.03 34.83 9.55 
Sanchez 21.48 11.59 35.65 15.80 21.13 10.49 
Scott 43.95 30.53 24.95 30.23 32.42 8.11 

This wide range in syntactic complexity of classroom discourse is consistent with 

findings in Barnes and Dickinson (2017), Gámez et al (2017), and Huttenlocher et al. 

(2002) and indicates that students’ exposure to syntactically complex language varied 

substantially across the observations and classrooms. For example, close to 41% of 

language was syntactically complex in Ms. Davis’ class during the first observation, and 

that percentage increased slightly during the second observation. At the third observation, 

nearly 66% of language was syntactically complex and, at the final observation, that 

percentage went down to nearly 53%. However, in Ms. Sanchez’ bilingual class, at 

minimum, about 12% of language was syntactically complex and, at most, nearly 36% on 

language featured more complex syntax. Because Ms. Sanchez’ class was solely 

comprised of ELs, it is possible that she limited syntactically complex language based on 

the developing English language proficiency of her students. Gámez and Lesaux (2017) 

speculated, based on their findings related to general education-ELA teachers, that 

teachers’ language complexity may be an individual, intrinsic style, unrelated to 

classroom factors. A similar phenomenon may be present in this study for the general 

education teachers as well.  

5.1.3.2 Syntactically Complex Language Usage in Formal Literacy Events 
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The data provide descriptive examples of syntactic complexity in classroom discourse 

that serve to contextualize the descriptive results. There were a number of representative 

examples across the classroom discourse in which syntactic complexity was 

demonstrated during formal literacy events. In the following excerpt, taken from the third 

observation of Ms. Scott’s classroom, syntactic complexity is exhibited in the teacher talk 

that serves as a model for a formal student presentation. In this excerpt, an individual EL 

student is called on by Ms. Scott to present and describe the egg cartons that he has 

repurposed in some practical or useful way. This show-and-tell activity is a culminating 

event following a read-aloud and discussion from earlier literacy lessons (not observed) 

related to the storybook, Why Should I Recycle? by Jen Green.  

1. Ms. Scott: When I sit here, I'm listening for you to project your voice. Use 
your big voice so we can hear you all the way in the back. Keep 
your project low so it's not hiding your face. You can tell us 
what it is and explain how you'll use it. 

2. Ms. Scott: Ready, Omer? Use your big voice! What did you make? 
3. Omer (EL): Uh... ((pause)) 
4. Ms. Scott: Did you make... ((pause; refers to student notes)) 
5. Ms. Scott: You had on your ideas, two ideas: a restaurant, like a toy 

restaurant, or you said, a container for tiny pencils. Which one 
did you make? 

6. Omer (EL): The first one! 
7. Ms. Scott: The first one? That's called a restaurant. Okay, you have to 

explain. How did you make your restaurant? 
8. Omer (EL): Uh... for toys! A restaurant, a kitchen. Over there! ((points to 

play area in classroom that includes a plastic toy kitchen))  
9. Ms. Scott: Okay. So... Are you going to take little mini toys and pretend 

that's a restaurant, and little mini dolls, and they visit the 
restaurant? Or are you using that to hold restaurant food? 

10. Omer (EL): The last one. 
11. Ms. Scott: So can you repeat it? Say, "I'm going to put food in the 

container." You say it. 
12. Omer (EL): I'm going to put the food in the container. 
13. Ms. Scott: All right! Give Omer a big hand! Good job, Omer! 
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Ms. Scott introduces the activity to the whole class by specifying four separate 

requirements: to speak loudly, hold the project so the speaker is visible, state what the 

project is, and explain how the project will be used (number 1). This organizational talk 

(i.e., multi-step directions), which function both as classroom management and provide 

expectations following the state’s listening and speaking literacy standards, contain four 

sentences, each featuring syntactically complex language. Here, the academic task and 

language expectations were made explicit by the teacher for Omer, an EL, and, 

implicitly, for all students; evidence from analysis of classroom discourse suggests that 

such explicitness is seldom provided (Schleppegrell, 2001). In just a brief overview of the 

presentation requirements, the teacher uses an initial subordinating conjunction related to 

time (“When I sit here, I’m…”), followed by two examples of a subordinating 

conjunction related to purpose (“Use your big voice so we can hear you….”, “Keep your 

project low so it's not hiding your face.”) Ms. Scott ends the overview of presentation 

requirements by connecting two tasks using a coordinating conjunction (“You can tell us 

what it is and explain how you'll use it.”).  Ms. Scott then calls on one student, Omer, an 

EL, to present his project. Interestingly, Ms. Scott then simplifies her syntax, as well as 

the directions provided, when addressing Omer directly (number 2). Omer is an EL, and 

it is likely that Ms. Scott uses syntactically simple language with Omer to facilitate 

understanding. The transition from syntactically complex language to syntactically 

simple language provides the whole class with a passive model of linguistically 

complexity along with a modified version, as an attempt to ensure understanding for 

students who require simplified directions based on their language needs. Ms. Scott 

focuses on two of the four directives provided earlier, to use his “big voice” and to state 
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what he made. When Omer is unable to express what his project is, Ms. Scott refers to 

Omer’s notes (in a previous lesson, not observed, students wrote down notes and drew 

pictures regarding their project; Ms. Scott referred to the student notes and drawings 

during the show-and-tell), and verbally supports the event by providing the two project 

ideas that Omer had noted in one utterance (number 5). Interestingly, Ms. Scott chooses 

more syntactically complex language by combining two separate clauses (“You had on 

your ideas… or you said….”) instead of merely joining two nouns (e.g., she might have 

simply stated, “you had on your idea a restaurant or a container,” with or without the 

qualifying prepositional phrases, “like a toy restaurant” and “for tiny pencils.”). It is 

likely she did this to emphasize that the two ideas originated from the student himself and 

serving to help the student elicit background knowledge about the project goals. Omer 

responds with a zero clause (i.e., a noun phrase, number 6) in which he indirectly 

specifies his selection using the pronoun, one (i.e., “The first one!”). In number 7, Ms. 

Scott repeats the zero clause, then reminds him, using syntactically simple language, that 

the first choice is the restaurant. She follows by reiterating one of the objectives of the 

show-and-share (“you have to explain”) and prompts him, again using syntactically 

simple language, to explain how he made the restaurant (“How did you make your 

restaurant?”). While Ms. Scott attempts to provide syntactically simple language within 

Omer’s ZPD, Omer does not answer the question, however. He responds using a series of 

zero clauses (number 8), which the teacher accepts. In number 9, Ms. Scott requests that 

Omer elaborate on and clarify his response using a syntactically complex construction 

including a coordinating conjunction (“Are you going to take little mini toys and 

pretend…”) and embedded subordinating conjunctions (“…pretend that’s a restaurant”, 
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“little mini dolls, and they visit the restaurant?”). She ends her request by providing a 

syntactically complex alternative that joins two sentences (“Or are you using that to hold 

restaurant food?”) As done earlier, Omer indirectly specifies his choice using a zero 

clause (“The last one.”). Ms. Scott models a correct, syntactically complex, expected 

response that is more target-like than what Omer was able to produce on his own 

(number 11), which Omer then repeats (number 12). This modeled response and it 

repetition by the student illustrates the expectation of using a grammatically correct, 

complex sentence during the show-and-tell activity. The student presentation ends with 

Ms. Scott providing positive reinforcement using both zero clause and syntactically 

simple exclamatory sentences (number 13).  

As part of this sequence, Ms. Scott transitions from syntactically complex language 

when addressing the whole class to syntactically simple language when initially 

addressing an EL student. She uses both syntactically simple and complex language in 

scaffolding the student’s oral presentation, while the EL student provides only zero 

clause responses. In modeling an expected response from the student, who has shown to 

be in need of substantial support during this formal, academic activity, she presents a 

complete sentence of simple syntax, which the student then repeats exactly. It is clear that 

the expectations of the show-and-tell activity were beyond Omer’s independent level of 

ability, and the support provided by Ms. Scott in the form of syntactically simple 

language and references to project notes may have been insufficient in supporting Omer 

in completing the task in the moment.  
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The student presentations continue, with Ms. Scott selecting a student name, written 

on a popsicle stick, from a container; the names are not visible to the teacher until she 

pulls the stick out of the container. Gina, an EO, presents after Omer. 

14. Ms. Scott: Okay, Gina, use your big voice. What did you create? 
15. Gina (EO): I made this thing into a garden. 
16. Ms. Scott: Oh, that's right, I remember. Okay, so explain to us how it's going 

to be a garden. 
17. Gina (EO): Um... I'm going to, um... I'm going to put... um... 
18. Ms. Scott: What do you have to put inside it? 
19. Gina (EO): Um... soil. 
20. Ms. Scott: Good. 
21. Gina (EO): Um... water. And seeds. 
22. Ms. Scott: So you are going to put the seeds in the... what? 
23. Gina (EO): Soil. 
24. Ms. Scott: Put the seeds in the soil, and then you are going to water it! And 

then, where should you put your little garden? 
25. Gina (EO): Um… in my room. 
26. Ms. Scott: Okay, should it be in a dark room?  
27. Gina (EO): Um… no. 
28. Ms. Scott: So where should you put it? 
29. Gina (EO): Right by the window. 
30. Ms. Scott: By the window, so it can get something... 
31. Gina (EO): Light. 
32. Ms. Scott: Get the light, get some sun. Nice job! I can tell that's going to be 

a garden. I hope you really try when you take it home. If you do, 
take some pictures. Good job! Give Gina a big hand. 

 
Similar to the excerpt featuring Omer’s presentation, Ms. Scott uses simple syntax to 

remind Gina to use her “big voice” and to prompt Gina to state what she created (number 

14). Gina accurately responds to the prompt using a simple sentence (number 15); Ms. 

Scott then confirms Gina’s topic and asks, using complex syntax—that is, a sentence with 

both a coordinating conjunction (signaled by “how”) and a subordinating infinitive clause 

(‘to be a garden”)—for the student to elaborate (number 16), to which Gina provides only 

a partial (and simple) response, “I’m going to…” that she expands by completing the 

infinitive, “I'm going to put...” (number 17). Ms. Scott then asks a series of closed 
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questions (numbers 18, 22, 24, 26, 28) that elicit short, zero clause responses (numbers 

19, 21, 23, 25, 27, 29) from Gina. Here first syntactically complex question, “What do 

you have to put inside it?,” which includes an infinitive clause, helps to complete Gina’s 

previous thought (in number 17); however, it also serves to narrow the expected response 

to a single noun (number 19; though, interestingly, that particular word choice, “soil,” is a 

sophisticated word). After Ms. Scott provides confirmation that Gina’s response is 

appropriate (number 20), Gina provides two additional zero-clause responses (number 

21). Ms. Scott requests clarification using a syntactically complex question (number 22), 

and Gina responds with another zero clause answer; she repeats “soil” (number 23). Ms. 

Scott then rephrases Gina’s single-word response (“Put the seeds in the soil”) and 

expands on it (“and then you are going to water it!”), thereby providing a model of a 

syntactically complex, correct response. In number 24, Ms. Scott also requests further 

elaboration using a syntactically complex question (“And then, where should you put 

your little garden?”). Gina responds with another zero clause answer (number 25), which 

Ms. Scott follows with a simple yes/no question (number 26). Further elaboration on 

where the project should be placed is requested by Ms. Scott (number 28) in a simple 

question, and Gina responds with another zero clause answer (number 29). This pattern is 

once again repeated (numbers 30, 31); however, Ms. Scott prompts using a simple 

declarative sentence instead of a question (number 30). The show-and-tell is ended in 

number 32, after Ms. Scott rephrases Gina’s final single-word response into a clause 

(“Get the light”) and expands on that response (“Get the light, get the sun.”) Ms. Scott 

provides positive reinforcement using two zero clause (“Nice job!”, “Good job!”) and 

one syntactically simple sentence (“Give Gina a big hand!”) But her concluding 
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statements also include three syntactically complex sentences (“I can tell that's going to 

be a garden. I hope you really try when you take it home. If you do, take some pictures.”) 

that offer additional positive feedback as well as a suggestion to continue with the project 

at home.  

Gina’s presentation, like Omer’s (above), is dominated by the teacher’s prompting as 

well as the teacher’s reformulations and expansions of the student responses. And, while 

the teacher’s input includes both syntactically simple and complex language, student 

input is limited to zero clause and syntactically simple utterances. Such a pattern was 

found throughout the show-and-tell presentations in Ms. Scott’s classroom. The initiate-

respond-feedback or evaluate pattern instantiated in the excerpt may serve to limit the 

complexity of language output for students with already grade-appropriate English 

language proficiency. Additionally, the kinds of questions or prompts asked by the 

teacher frame the type of response expected by the student. Gina is clearly able to 

respond correctly to each of the prompts, yet the teacher’s questions do not encourage 

topic expansion or elaboration. The questioning was not targeted within Gina’s ZPD, but 

below her current ability level. Gina displayed the ability to independently complete the 

task and scaffolding, in the form of targeted questioning, was not needed. One point to 

consider, however, is that the questioning could serve to benefit the whole class in 

understanding the overall expectations of a show-and-tell. Leading a series of students 

through a scaffolded show-and-tell, in generally the same format, may facilitate 

internalization of the task expectations for the class. 

Opportunities for students to hear syntactically complex language were also provided 

in whole class, read-aloud literacy activities, both in the language of the stories 
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themselves and in the conceptual talk, or extratextual talk, about the text. The following 

excerpt, taken from the first observation of Ms. Rogers’s classroom, provides an example 

of syntactic complexity of discourse in the kindergarten classrooms. In this excerpt, Ms. 

Rogers plays an audio recording of Judith Viorst’s Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, 

No Good, Very Bad Day, an American Library Association Notable Children’s Book 

(1972). Before playing the recording, the teacher prompts students to activate background 

knowledge and then works to build students’ background knowledge. 

1. Ms. Rogers: Have you ever had a bad day? I want you to touch your head if 
you had a bad day. Sometimes that happens to us. Put your 
hands in your lap. Put your hands on your head if sometimes 
you get a little upset with other people around you.  

2. Ms. Rogers: This is a book about a boy named Alexander. It's actually one 
of my favorite books from when I was your age. It's funny 
because the pictures are all in black and white. They're not in 
color. 

3. Ms. Rogers: It's called, Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, 
Very Bad Day. Because sometimes we all have bad days and 
sometimes we get a little frustrated with people around us.  

In this brief pre-reading activity, Ms. Rogers opens the lesson with a question using 

simple syntax (number 1), then tells students to respond physically in two statements that 

each include the same subordinating conjunction (I want you to touch your head if you 

had a bad day., Put your hands on your head if sometimes you get a little upset with other 

people around you.). Ms. Rogers then explicitly introduces the main character (number 2) 

and continues by making a personal connection to the story in a sentence with another 

subordinating conjunction (It's actually one of my favorite books from when I was your 

age.). She comments on the style of the illustrations using yet another subordinating 

conjunction (It's funny because the pictures are all in black and white.). Her introduction 

to the story concludes (number 3) with a syntactically complex connection between the 

story and universal experience (Because sometimes we all have bad days and sometimes 
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we get a little frustrated with people around us.). So, in this brief, whole-class 

introduction to the story, students have been exposed to both syntactically simple and 

complex language. There is no opportunity provided for students to respond verbally to 

the introduction. 

 The story itself provides ample opportunity for students to hear rich, complex 

language. Seventy-three percent of the book in total is comprised of syntactically 

complex sentences. The first page of Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, 

Very Bad Day includes three sentences, each of which is syntactically complex, and 

includes both coordinating and subordinating conjunctions, within and between 

sentences. The final sentence on page 1 is multiclausal, with the subordinating 

conjunction omitted,  

I went to sleep with gum in my mouth and now there's gum in my hair. 
And when I got out of bed this morning, I tripped on the skateboard, and 
by mistake, I dropped my sweater in the sink while the water was running. 
I could tell [that] it was going to be a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad 
day (p. 1). 

There were also numerous examples of syntactically complex texts in other narratives 

selected by teachers for shared reading events during the observations, for example: 

Yertle the Turtle, by Dr. Seuss (51% of sentences are syntactically complex), Baby 

Brains, by Simon James (54% of sentences are syntactically complex), and Otis and the 

Tornado, by Loren Long (59% of sentences are syntactically complex). 

In contrast, syntactic complexity was not a feature of the early reader texts that were 

read independently and in small groups by the kindergarteners. Such texts, which feature 

controlled vocabulary, decodable words, and predictable patterns, are purposefully 

designed to limit any complexity, so that students may make progress in beginning 
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reading skills. While early reader texts are crafted for instructional purposes to present 

content that is decodable and readable for kindergarteners, they lack the lexical and 

syntactic complexity, meaningfulness, and cognitive challenge of authentic texts, i.e., 

those written and published for the general public (Hiebert & Martin, 2001). Narratives, 

inclusive of those for the youngest learners, may often feature more sophisticated 

language and complex grammar (Price et al., 2009), and, hence, provide greater 

opportunities for exposure to linguistically complex content and academic language.  

In addition to exposure to syntactically complex language in the storybooks 

themselves, students were also exposed to syntactically complex language in the teacher-

fronted discussions that occurred during the shared storybook readings. The following 

excerpt, also from the first observation of Ms. Rogers’s class, exemplifies how a 

comprehension check on key details, character development, and vocabulary is presented 

using syntactically complex language.  

4. Ms. Rogers: So, Alexander got stuck in the middle of the car. Touch your 
nose if you've ever been in the middle seat before. ((students 
touches their noses)) 

5. Ms. Rogers: Raise your hand if you don't like to sit in the middle seat. It's 
not very fun. ((students raise hands)) 

6. Ms. Rogers: So Alexander, did he like to sit in the middle seat? 
7. Students: No. 
8. Ms. Rogers: And he just kept yelling that he didn't want to sit there. He was 

going to be carsick. I wonder if there's a different way he 
could've talked to them.  

9. Ms. Rogers: I'm sorry, I didn't hear you. What was your question, Tony? 
10. Tony (EO): Did the car go sink in the water? 
11. Ms. Rogers: No, no, no. Carsick. Carsick, that's a good question, it’s when 

you don't feel good but you're in the car. It's because the car's 
moving. Sometimes people, they don't feel good because 
they're sitting in a car and it's moving. 
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In initiating the comprehension check in numbers 4 and 5, Ms. Rogers applies the 

same syntactic structure as in the preceding excerpt from the lesson; that is, she has 

students respond physically to two statements (Touch your nose if you've ever been in the 

middle seat before., Raise your hand if you don't like to sit in the middle seat.). After 

asking a display question (number 6), to which students respond, in chorus, with a zero-

clause statement (number 7), the teacher retells what occurred most recently in the story 

using complex grammar (number 8). She then makes an exploratory statement, again, 

using a syntactically complex structure (I wonder if there's a different way [that] he 

could've talked to them.). Such an exploratory statement might have afforded an 

opportunity for students to respond authentically, and, perhaps, in detail, with their 

suggestions for how Alexander might have better handled the difficult situation. The 

instructional talk, however, then shifted to an explanation of a key vocabulary term. A 

student exhibits that he does not know the meaning of “carsick,” a sophisticated word, 

using a simple clause (number 10), and the teacher provides the clarification (number 11) 

using both zero clause and complex syntax. Ms. Rogers corrects the misunderstanding of 

the car sinking in a brief, zero-clause clarification (No, no, no. Carsick.) She then 

explains, using basic, familiar vocabulary but complex syntax, what “carsick” means. 

(Carsick, that's a good question, it’s when you don't feel good but you're in the car. It's 

because the car's moving. Sometimes people, they don't feel good because they're sitting 

in a car and it's moving.) While the teacher was rightly able to adjust the discussion in 

response to student misunderstanding of the term “carsick,” a more in-depth discussion 

related to a main theme of the story was deferred. Following this definition, the audio 

recording resumes. 
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As is evident, the teacher-led comprehension check and vocabulary clarification 

allow for student exposure to syntactically complex language. As shown in the show-and-

tell and the pre-reading excerpts, implicit examples of syntactically complex language 

during literacy activities is provided by Ms. Scott and Ms. Rogers; however, there are 

limited examples of syntactically complex language output by students. The teacher-led 

literacy events featured display and closed questions that largely led to non-verbal, zero-

clause, and, at times, simple-clause student responses.  

In addition to syntactically complex teacher talk and texts presented during show-

and-tell presentations and shared reading events, syntactically complex language was also 

present during foundational literacy skills activities. Whereas syntactically complex 

language was applied as a means of achieving literacy goals in the shared reading events 

(conceptual talk), such structures generally are used in service of organizing lesson 

content in foundational literacy skills lessons. That is, syntactically complex language 

was present in much of the organizational talk surrounding foundational literacy skills 

lessons; that organizational talk was provided as a means to explain the activity, provide 

instructions related to the task, and manage the lesson. The following example, from the 

fourth observation of Ms. Price’s class, features syntactically complex language in both 

conceptual talk and in organizational talk.  

1. Ms. Price: We talked about syllables in school. Syllables, who remembers 
what a syllable is? Sarah? 

2. Sarah (EO): I think it's like words that have two or four parts. 
3. Ms. Price: Oh, two or four maybe parts to it. I got you. I'm just going to go 

like this. Does anybody remember this? ((teacher places top of 
her hand under her chin))  

4. Ms. Price: Oh, light bulb is going off, what am I talking about when I put 
my hand under my chin? No, come sit down, sir. What am I 
talking about? Bodie? 
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5. Bodie (EO): A syllable is when you put your hand under your chin and 
every time we say a letter, we say a word and then under your 
chin, your hand then that's how many syllables that is in the 
word. 

6. Ms. Price: Yeah. When we say a word sometimes ... I'll wait.  
7. Ms. Price: When we say a word there's different parts to the words, and 

some word are longer than others, okay. If you remember, let's 
say, the sight word go, put your hand under your chin. Go. 

8. Students: go 
9. Ms. Price: How many times does our chin touch our hand? Show me using 

your fingers, please. Go. How many times, Alexa? 
10. Alexa (EO): One. 
11. Ms. Price: Just once. How about, let's say, the word doorbell, ready? 
12. Students: door-bell 
13. Ms. Price: How many times? 
14. Students: Two. 
15. Ms. Price: Thank you for showing me with your fingers, two. Some words 

are longer than others, so when we say the word sometimes we 
split it up into parts. When we pronounce the words we can 
hear those parts. How about butterfly, let's try that. 

16. Students: bu-tter-fly 
17. Ms. Price: How many? Frankie, thank you for following the rules and 

showing me with your fingers. 
Ms. Price introduces the lesson by asking an EO student, Sarah, to define the term 

syllable, which is the topic of the lesson (number 1). “Syllables, who remembers what a 

syllable is?” includes a subordinating clause that asks an indirect question; that is, the 

expected response is not a yes or no response based on the main question, “who 

remembers,” but a definition of the term syllable. The student responds using 

syntactically complex language (number 2; one of the very few syntactically complex 

responses from a student in any of the transcripts). In hedging her response (i.e., “I 

think”), the student produces a response with three clauses (I think / it’s like words / that 

have two or four parts.) The teacher confirms the student’s response using a zero clause 

statement (Oh, two or four maybe parts to it.) and a simple clause (I got you.). She then 

models the activity using syntactically simple instructions (I'm just going to go like this. 

Does anybody remember this?). In number 4, the teacher asks a closed question using 
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complex syntax to activate students’ prior knowledge (Oh, light bulb is going off, what 

am I talking about when I put my hand under my chin?). A student provides a response, 

connecting his ideas using multiple clauses (number 5). His response, however, is recast 

by the teacher in a reformulation that includes both subordinating and coordinating 

conjunctions (number 7, When we say a word there's different parts to the words, and 

some word are longer than others, okay.). Ms. Price then provides activity instructions 

using a correlative conjunction (If you remember, let's say, the sight word go, put your 

hand under your chin.) The students oblige, and the activity continues with Ms. Price 

applying a zero clause comprehension check (Just once., How many times?) and a 

directive (How about, let's say, the word doorbell, ready?). In number 15, the lesson 

continues, with Ms. Price reinforcing the concept of “syllable” using a subordinating 

conjunction to convey a condition (Some words are longer than others, so when we say 

the word sometimes we split it up into parts. When we pronounce the words we can hear 

those parts.) In number 17, the excerpt concludes with the teacher employing 

syntactically complex language to maintain and reinforce positive student behaviors 

(Frankie, thank you for following the rules and showing me with your fingers.). 

The focus on the foundational literacy skill of syllabification transitions from a 

whole-class exercise to a small-group activity, in which students determine the number of 

syllables in a word using their chin or by clapping. Ms. Price presents the activity as a 

game, in which the student work together in groups to place picture cards on four mats, 

each mat representing a number of syllables (one, two, three, and four). Here, too, Ms. 

Price uses syntactically complex language in organizational talk to explain the game and 
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ensure student behavior remains appropriate, prior to having students work in their small 

groups. 

18. Ms. Price: Who knows what that is a picture of, Tarcan? 
19. Tarcan (EL): Magnet. 
20. Ms. Price: A magnet. Right now I want you either to put hand under your 

chin or clap it out and tell your neighbor how many syllables 
you think magnet has. 

21. Ms. Price: Cecelia, how many? 
22. Cecelia: Two. 
23. Ms. Price: So which mat am I going to place this on? 
24 Sam (EO): Two. 
25. Ms. Price: Thank you, Sam. I'm going to put it on the mat that says 

number two.  
26. Ms. Price: Let's say it was Ms. Price's turn and I said magnet and I said, 

"Oh, I think it's one." As your friend's teammate what do you 
think you should say or do? Alexa? 

26. Alexa (EO): Clap it out. 
27. Ms. Price: You might say, you might want to clap that out again. 

 

The excerpt begins with a question featuring subordination (number 18) that elicits a 

one-word, zero-clause response from an EL student (number 19). Ms. Price confirms the 

response with a zero-clause statement (A magnet.). She then instructs students, using 

correlative conjunctions, to determine the number of syllables in a word represented by 

the picture card (number 20), and to share that number with a group member. After a 

brief teacher-student exchange (numbers 21–22), Ms. Price asks a syntactically complex 

display question (number 23) to confirm student understanding of the requirements of the 

game. Once she receives that confirmation as a zero-clause response (number 24), Ms. 

Price recasts the student response in a syntactically complex complete sentence (I'm 

going to put it on the mat that says number two.). Ms. Price then uses syntactically 

complex language to reinforce cooperative behaviors within the small groups (number 
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26). When a student replies with an expected response using a simple clause, Ms. Price 

extends that response to be syntactically complex (number 27).  

As shown in the excerpt, students are exposed to syntactically complex language 

related to content as well as to lesson organization and management during the 

foundational literacy skills activity. Ms. Price’s application of syntactically complex 

language for such concepts provides students with exposure to sophisticated language 

within the context of a familiar topic (i.e., organization and management of the lesson). 

So, in the example, greater linguistic complexity is present when discussing a known 

concept. Barnes and Dickinson (2017) suggest that students may benefit from exposure to 

syntactically complex language when it is not also lexically challenging. Exposure to and 

productive usage of sufficiently complex language, lexically and syntactically, as 

appropriate for the students within their ZPD, may serve to engender linguistic 

development and, specifically, academic language development. 

When students work in their small groups, determining the number of syllables of 

words in the picture cards, discussion among the students was limited to mainly zero 

clause and simple clause utterances. Here is an excerpt, also from the fourth observation 

of Ms. Price’s class, of the language used during student-centered, small group work. 

21. Jon (EO): Wait, there's an arrow pointing to something on the flower, 
what is the arrow pointing to? 

22. Tarcan (EL): Petal. 
23. Elanor (EO): Stem. Stem, yes. Stem. 
24. Frankie (EO): How many? 
25. Elanor (EO): One. 
26. Frankie (EO): Okay. 
27. Elanor (EO): Wait a minute. Give me that. 
28. Frankie (EO): If it's Jon’s turn maybe he should decide. 
29. Jon (EO): There's nothing on this side and there's nothing on this side. 
30. Frankie (EO): The special one that Jon got and he can decide which one he 

wants. 
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31. Elanor (EO): A-pple-sauce. No, three, three, three.  
32. Elanor (EO): Cow-boy. I think this one goes to the one that… ((gestures to 

two-syllable mat)) 
33. Jon (EO): Why do you think that? 
34. Elanor (EO): Wait. What's the word again? 
35. Frankie (EO): What were you thinking? 
36. Elanor (EO): Because I feel like it's like two. 

 
In small groups, students deliberate on what is represented on the picture card. James, 

an EO, observes an arrow pointing to a part of a flower, using syntactically complex 

language to question his group members about the arrow (number 21). Tarcan, the EL 

student who provided a one-word, zero-clause response in the preceding excerpt, 

responds with a discipline-specific, science-related academic term (number 22). Elanor, 

an EO, however, disagrees with Tarcan’s answer, and states the object referred to is a 

stem, using a zero-clause response (number 23). Frankie, the fourth student in the group 

and also an EO, accepts Elanor’s response and asks for the number of syllables using a 

zero-clause question (25). Elanor provides a single word response, which Frankie also 

accepts with a simple, “Okay.” Elanor wants to select the next picture card; however, 

Frankie, cognizant of the rules of the game, uses syntactically complex language (number 

28) to attempt to manage Elanor’s behavior. Jon, an EO, then selects a card, which is 

blank on both sides. Jon uses a high-frequency coordinating conjunction (and) to connect 

the idea of two blank sides (number 29); in fact, the two clauses spoken by Jon are 

exactly the same and serve to emphasize the oddity of the completely blank card. Frankie 

reminds the group of the role of the blank card, again, attempting to manage group 

behavior; Frankie notes that it is Jon’s turn (“The special one that Jon got…”), and Jon 

must choose a word for the game (“…and he can decide which one he wants.”) Note that 

earlier in the lesson, Ms. Price remarked that students can select their own word to break 
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into syllables for any blank cards in their pile. Elanor, however, does not wait for Jon to 

choose a word. Instead, she continues selecting picture cards, determining the word 

represented by the picture, and breaking the word into syllables (numbers 31, 32) using 

zero-clause language. In number 32, Elanor shows some uncertainty regarding the 

number of syllables in “cowboy,” and hedges a response using syntactically complex 

language. Jon questions her decision using a simple clause (“Why do you think that?”), 

and Elanor questions herself as well, using two simple clauses (“Wait. What’s the word 

again?”) When Frankie questions Elanor using a simple clause, however, (“What were 

you thinking?”), Elanor loosely supports her claim in syntactically complex language 

(“Because I feel like it’s two.”) 

As demonstrated in the excerpt above, students use syntactically complex language in 

organizational talk as well as in conceptual talk as they navigate the syllabification 

activity in a small group. However, the students who take control of the activity—and 

provide the linguistic output—are the EO students; the EL student in the group remained 

silent after his initial contribution was dismissed by others in the group. The student 

discussion, however, does provide a clear example of how language features of student-

centered talk related to the phonological awareness task include both behavior 

management (e.g., appropriate turn taking, negotiating control) and academic content 

(e.g., naming terms, determining number of syllables, supporting a decision or 

judgement). 

The examples of classroom discourse provided above are illustrative of the range of 

syntax to which the ELs and EOs were exposed during formal literacy events in 

kindergarten. Texts selected for shared reading activities featured a substantial percentage 
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of syntactically complex language, providing exposure to sophisticated language in 

context of the formal literacy lessons through the story itself and through extratextual talk 

regarding the story. Teachers’ natural speech during read-aloud, show-and-tell, and 

foundational literacy skills activities featured a variety of syntactically simple and 

complex utterances. Examples of syntactically complex language are found in teachers’ 

organizational talk (i.e., directions or instructions) as well as in conceptual talk (i.e., 

literacy-focused instructional content). At times, simple syntax was used in an attempt to 

target instruction within students’ ZPD, though such a linguistic scaffold may not have 

been sufficient to promote eventual independent task completion by the students in the 

moment. Additionally, the teachers’ model responses and reformulations of student 

answers—both EL and EO—included syntactically complex language. This verbal 

scaffolding, presented as an exemplar and with opportunities for student practice, may 

facilitate eventual uptake (Walqui & van Lier, 2010) or internalization (Vygotsky, 1978). 

It is also of note that much of the classroom discourse was comprised of teacher talk, 

with limited opportunities for student talk. While students have exposure to varying 

degrees of syntactically complex language, during these observations, they had few 

occasions for engaging in syntactically complex language use. SCT posits that higher 

cognitive processes develop through social activity as mediated by tools, most 

importantly of which is language. Swain and Deters (2007) refer to such mediation as 

“languaging,” 

Through languaging, defined as the use of speaking and writing to 
mediate cognitively complex activities, an individual develops 
cognitively…. The act of producing spoken or written language is thinking 
in progress and is key to learners’ understanding of complex concepts. 
These understandings are reached through interacting with others, 
ourselves, and social and cultural artifacts. Through languaging—a crucial 
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mediating psychological and cultural activity—learners articulate and 
transform their thinking into an artifactual form, and in doing so, make it 
available as a source of further reflection (p. 822). 

In consideration of SCT, then, even though EL and EO students were exposed to a wide 

range of syntactically complex language during these observations, uptake of these 

language features may potentially be impeded due to limited opportunities to fully engage 

in producing and expressing language themselves—with their teachers and their peers—

in these classroom contexts.  

5.1.4 Teacher Conceptions of Academic Language 

Teachers’ understanding of the construct of academic language may influence their 

instructional practices and the language features of classroom discourse (Heineke & 

Neugebauer, 2018). For example, teachers who believe that academic language is 

synonymous with academic vocabulary may use language in the classroom that features 

sophisticated words but may not feature sophisticated syntax. To investigate teachers’ 

conception of academic language in this study, each of the eight teacher participants and 

one paraprofessional participant completed a teacher and paraprofessional questionnaire 

(refer to Appendix C), which included two open-ended prompts: (1) Please explain your 

understanding of academic language in the kindergarten classroom, and (2) Please 

provide examples of how you teach or incorporate academic language in your classroom. 

Unfortunately, of the nine teacher participants, only five responded to the open-ended 

questions (one of whom responded only to the second). Though multiple requests were 

made by the researcher to complete the questionnaire in full, teachers cited limited time 

available to respond to the open-ended questions. While data obtained related to teachers’ 
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understanding of academic language was minimal, it can provide some insight into their 

use of language in the classroom. 

Responses to the first open-ended prompt suggest that these four teachers may 

conflate academic language with academic vocabulary, with some associating academic 

language with discipline-specific vocabulary more explicitly. Table 9 provides teachers’ 

understanding of academic language, with key elements underlined. 

Table 9: Teacher Understanding of Academic Language 

Teacher Response 

Ms. Olson I always introduce new vocab/academic language when beginning 

a unit & reinforce throughout. 

Ms. Rogers I know it needs to be specific to certain content areas and 

necessary for children to succeed in school. 

Ms. Sanchez Academic language is language used in the classroom which 

pertains to a specific content. Learning key vocabulary in order to 

obtain success in content. The academic language learned in 

kindergarten becomes common language used in the upper grades. 

Ms. Scott I explain & use visuals for new/unfamiliar vocabulary. I model 

using math/science language. I review & have student repeat. I 

keep my chrome book available to help strengthen students 

understanding of vocabulary. 

 

Responses to the second open-ended prompt further substantiate teachers’ 

understanding of academic language to be narrowly associated with vocabulary. One 
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teacher, however, does comment on grammatical structure as well (“I also encourage 

students to speak in full sentences.”) which suggests that this teacher may have a slightly 

broader understanding of academic language than her colleagues. This teacher also notes 

that she uses the prescribed “curriculum” to guide her academic vocabulary instruction. 

All teacher responses submitted are included in Table 10 with key understanding of 

academic language underlined. 

Table 10: Teacher Instructional Examples of Academic Language 

Teacher Response 

Ms. Evans As per our curriculum, I introduce new vocabulary as a way to 

introduce new concepts. Students are exposed to academic vocabulary 

in our math, science, social studies, and LA [language arts] blocks. I 

also encourage students to speak in full sentences. 

Ms. Olson ELA ex: Sequencing, beg/middle/end. Math ex: more, less, greater, 

equal, etc. We use anchor charts and powerpoints to visually aid our 

implementation of academic language. 

Ms. Rogers Using visuals and videos 

Ms. Sanchez In math introducing the vocabulary: greater, less, same. In language 

arts, story structure, knowing what characters are, setting, problem 

and solution. 

Ms. Scott I teach children multiple meanings of words when possible. During 

math I state things in more than one way. For example, “find the object 

that is below or under.” Then I model. For more & less I will also say 

fewer & greater, bigger amount or smaller amount, etc. In writing, I 
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review term used in the writing process daily—Prewriting, Drafting, 

Revision, etc. When working on hands-on Science I also review 

terminology. 

 

And, though teachers’ conceptions of academic language are narrowly focused on 

vocabulary or discipline-specific vocabulary, they noted, on a 4-point ordinal Likert scale 

(with the categories of “Very,” “Somewhat,” “Just a bit,” and “Not at all”) they were very 

(N = 6) or somewhat knowledgeable (N = 2) about academic language; only one teacher 

selected just a bit knowledgeable. They were also very (N = 6) to somewhat (N = 2) 

confident about their application of academic language in the classroom; only one teacher 

selected just a bit confident. These teacher conceptions as they relate to the research 

questions are discussed further in section 6.1.1. 

5.2 Research Question 2 

How is academic language proficiency at the end of the academic year related to 

students’ language status (EL or EO), degree of exposure to academic language in 

kindergarten, prior exposure to formal classroom contexts (i.e., preschool 

experience), gender, and age? 

In order to explain how academic language proficiency—operationalized as end-of-

year scores on the ALLA and, separately, the Woodcock-Muñoz Picture Vocabulary 

subtest—is related to the independent variables of language status (i.e., EL or EO), 

exposure to academic language (i.e., percentage of lexical and syntactic complexity in 

classroom discourse), preschool experience (i.e., formal or no formal preschool 
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attendance), gender (i.e., male or female), and age, two separate standard multiple 

regressions were computed. Descriptive statistics and assumptions testing were 

preformed using IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 26. To 

account for nested components (students nested within eight separate classrooms), 

standard errors in the model were adjusted and regressions computed in StataCorp LLC’s 

Stata version 14. Finally, two additional multiple regressions were computed with the 

previously noted variables as well as pretest score as a covariate, to control for students’ 

beginning-of-year academic language knowledge. 

5.2.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Each regression model included one dependent variable (ALLA score or Woodcock-

Muñoz Picture Vocabulary score). Both the ALLA and Woodcock-Muñoz Picture 

Vocabulary scores are continuous variables that indicate the raw score on each 

assessment administered at the end of the academic year. Two of the regression models 

included five independent variables. These are: (1) language status, a dichotomous 

variable that indicates whether the participant is categorized as EO (0) or EL (1); (2) 

academic language exposure, a continuous variable indicating the combined percentage 

of lexical complexity and syntactic complexity in classroom discourse; (3) preschool 

status, a dichotomous variable that indicates whether the participant had no formal 

preschool experience (0) or had any formal preschool experience (part-time, full-time, in 

English, or in the participant’s home language, 1); (4) gender, a dichotomous variable 

indicating whether the participant is male (0) or female (1); and age, a continuous 

variable indicating the age of the participant, in months, at the first time the ALLA and 
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Picture Vocabulary test were administered. A sixth variable was included in two separate 

multiple regressions, to control for pretest scores.  

Descriptive statistics for all continuous variables were calculated: mean, standard 

deviation, minimum, and maximum for each variable. As Table 11 shows, there was 

substantial variability in raw score on both the end-of-year ALLA and the Picture 

Vocabulary score, with a range of 6 to 20 points on the ALLA (M = 14.23, SD = 3.15), 

and 16 to 37 points on the Picture Vocabulary test (M = 27.72, SD = 4.91). Similarly, raw 

scores on the pretest ALLA ranged from 3 to 19 points (M = 10.55, SD = 3.672) and on 

the pretest Picture Vocabulary test from 11 to 35 points (M = 25.57, SD = 6.272); these 

scores were grand-mean centered, with a range of -7.55 to 8.45 on the pretest ALLA and 

a range of -14.57 to 9.43 on the pretest Picture Vocabulary test. Additionally, these 

kindergarteners ranged in age from 5 years old to 6 years and 5 months old. The 

percentage of academic language exposure varied from, at minimum, nearly 25% to, at 

maximum, 57% (M = 38.31, SD = 9.28).  Table 12 provides demographic information for 

the dichotomous variables. As noted previously, 43 students in the study were EOs and 

26 were ELs. Of the participants, 52 had some formal preschool experience and 17 had 

none. Finally, the students were nearly equally split between male (35) and female (34). 
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Table 11: Descriptive Statistics: Continuous Variables 

Variable Type Variable Name Description Min Max Mean SD 

Dependent 
variables 

ALLA Score Raw score at the end 
of the academic year 

6 20 14.23 3.149 

WMLS-R 
Picture 
Vocabulary 
Score 

Raw score at the end 
of the academic year 

16 37 27.72 4.911 

Independent 
variables 

Age Age in months at the 
time of test 
administration 

60 77 65.58 3.983 

Academic 
Language 
Exposure 

Percentage of lexical 
and syntactic 
complexity in 
classroom discourse 

24.87 57.09 38.31 9.278 

Pretest ALLA 
Score 

Score at the 
beginning of the 
academic year, 
grand-mean centered 

-7.55 8.45 0 3.672 

Pretest 
WMLS-R 
Picture 
Vocabulary 
Score 

Score at the 
beginning of the 
academic year, 
grand-mean centered 

-14.57 9.43 0 6.272 

 

Table 12: Descriptive Statistics: Dichotomous Variables 

Variable Type Variable Name Description Number (0) Number (1) 

Independent 
variables 

Language Status EO (0) or EL (1) 43 26 
PK Status  No formal preschool (0) or 

any formal preschool (1) 
17 52 

Gender M (0) or female (1) 35 34 

5.2.2 Assumptions 

Following Larson-Hall (2010), the following assumptions for multiple regression 

were reviewed: sample size, linearity, normal distribution, homoscedasticity, and 
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multicollinearity. Additionally, the assumption of independence of errors was reviewed 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). 

5.2.2.1 Sample Size 

To ensure a sufficient sample size for the number of independent variables included, I 

followed Larson-Hall (2010), who, using calculations from Cohen et al. (2003), indicates 

a minimum sample size of 53 is needed for a medium effect size (R2 of .20), at a power 

level of .80, an alpha level of .05, and five independent variables in a regression.  With 69 

participants, the required sample size has been met. Additionally, I calculated a post-hoc 

analysis of achieved power given the actual number of participants (N = 69), R2 of .45 

(i.e., the R2 of the regression model with WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores as the 

dependent variable) and R2 of .32 (i.e., the R2 of the regression model with ALLA scores 

as the dependent variable), an alpha level of .05, and five independent variables for a 

multiple linear regression using G*Power 3 (Faul et al., 2009). The achieved power is .99 

for both models, indicating that the sample is sufficient in size given the observed effect 

to support rejection of the null hypothesis. I also computed a power analysis for both 

models with six variables (including the pre-test score as a covariate in the models), 

given 69 participants, R2 of .86 (i.e., the R2 of the regression model with WMLS-R 

Picture Vocabulary scores as the dependent variable) and R2 of .68 (i.e., the R2 of the 

regression model with ALLA scores as the dependent variable), and an alpha level of .05, 

the achieved power is 1 for both models. 

5.2.2.2 Linearity 

A check of scatterplots was completed to determine if there is a linear, or straight, 

relationship between end-of-year ALLA test scores by age, academic language exposure, 
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and pretest score as well as end-of-year Picture Vocabulary test scores by age, academic 

language exposure, and pretest score.  Scatterplots for end-of-year ALLA scores by age 

and Picture Vocabulary scores by age are not curved, as shown in Figure 4 and Figure 5 

and, therefore, the assumption of linearity has been met for these variables. A nonlinear 

relationship would be indicated by an overall curved shape to the scatterplot (Tabachnick 

& Fidell, 2014, p. 163).  

Figure 4: Scatterplot of ALLA Test Scores by Age 

 
 

Figure 5: Scatterplot of Picture Vocabulary Test Scores by Age 
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Similarly, scatterplots for end-of-year ALLA scores by academic language exposure 

and Picture Vocabulary scores are not curved, as shown in Figure 6 and Figure 7, and, 

therefore, the assumption of linearity has been met for these variables. Note that 

scatterplots with the academic language exposure variable contain points that cluster 

along the X axis; that is because the percentage of academic language exposure is a 

classroom-level variable (that is, based on the combined percentage of lexical and 

syntactic complexity present in classroom discourse), and not student-specific. Refer to 

section 5.2.2.6 on independence for a description of the method used to account for 

clustering. 

Finally, scatterplots for end-of-year ALLA scores and Picture Vocabulary scores by 

pretest score also show no curvature, as shown in Figure 8 and Figure 9, so the 

assumption of linearity has also been met for these variables. 

Linearity was not checked between test scores and gender, preschool status, and 

language status because variables with two levels have only linear relationships with 

other variables (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014, p. 144).  

Figure 6: Scatterplot of ALLA Test Scores by Academic Language Exposure 
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Figure 7: Scatterplot of Picture Vocabulary Test Scores by Academic Language 

Exposure 

  

Figure 8: Scatterplot of ALLA Test Scores by Pretest Scores 
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Figure 9: Scatterplot of Picture Vocabulary Test Scores by Pretest Scores 

 
5.2.2.3 Normality 

A review of the P-P plot (i.e., the distribution of the residuals; the residual is the error 

in the regression equation [Larson-Hall, 2010]) was completed to examine the 

assumption of normality for both end-of-year ALLA scores and end-of-year Picture 

Vocabulary scores, as noted in Larson-Hall (2010). That is, if the P-P plots follow a 

linear distribution, then the assumption of normality has been met. A visual inspection of 

the P-P plot for the distribution of ALLA scores does show some curvature, which 

suggests possible non-normality in the data distribution; however, they do not appear to 

be too extreme (Larson-Hall, 2010, p. 196). An inspection of the plot for Picture 

Vocabulary scores is satisfactory, in that the distribution of scores appears linear. Refer to 

Figure 10 and Figure 11.  
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Figure 10: P-P Plot for Diagnosing Normal Distribution of Data: ALLA Scores 

 
 

Figure 11: P-P Plot for Diagnosing Normal Distribution of Data: Picture 

Vocabulary Scores 

 
 

For ALLA scores, a check for outliers was also completed via residual statistics 

output. The minimum standardized residual was -2.674 and the maximum was 2.304; 

Larson-Hall (2010) notes that no points should be above 3.0 nor below -3.0, so no signs 

of outliers are present. Additionally, Cook’s distance, which is a diagnostic for influential 
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outliers where values above 1.0 are of concern, indicated a minimum of .000 and 

maximum of .220; therefore, there are no problems with influential points in the data 

(Larson-Hall, 2010). For WMLR-S Picture Vocabulary scores, the minimum 

standardized residual was -2.659 and the maximum was 1.809; no signs of outliers are 

present. Cook’s distance indicated a minimum of .000 and maximum of .163; so, again, 

there are no problems with influential points in the data (Larson-Hall, 2010).  

I obtained comparable information when the pretest score was included as a 

covariate. For ALLA scores, the minimum standardized residual was -2.099 and the 

maximum was 2.446; Cook’s distance, indicated a minimum of .000 and maximum of 

.239. For WMLR-S Picture Vocabulary scores, the minimum standardized residual was -

2.770 and the maximum was 2.193. Cook’s distance indicated a minimum of .000 and 

maximum of .134. 

 
5.2.2.4 Homoscedasticity 

I examined the assumption of homoscedasticity, i.e., that the variability in scores for 

the independent variables is the same at all values of the dependent variable (Abrams, 

2007). If homoscedasticity is present, residuals plot will show about an equal spread 

across the graph (Larson-Hall, 2010). A scatterplot between the studentized residuals and 

the predicted value of the standardized residuals was examined to check for 

homoscedasticity for both end-of-year ALLA and end-of-year WMLS-R Picture 

Vocabulary scores. As required to meet the assumption, the scatterplots show data 

scattered at about an equal spread across the graphs, as shown in Figure 12 and Figure 13. 
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Figure 12: Studentized Residuals Plot for Diagnosing Homoscedasticity-ALLA Scores

 

Figure 13: Studentized Residuals Plot for Diagnosing Homoscedasticity: WMLS-R 

Picture Vocabulary Scores

 

 

5.2.2.5 Multicollinearity 

If the independent variables are highly correlated (.90 or greater) the assumption of 

multicollinearity is not met. Following Larson-Hall (2010), to examine multicollinearity, 

I included the VIF collinearity diagnostics with the regression analysis in Stata 14. The 

variance inflation factor (VIF), which indicates multicollinearity if values are over 5 
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(Larson-Hall, 2010), was then included in the regression output.  VIF values in the model 

are all well below 5; therefore, variables are not highly intercorrelated and can be 

included in the model. Refer to Table 13 and Table 14 for VIF values as well as Table 15 

and Table 16. 

5.2.2.6 Independence 

The final assumption of regression is independence of errors; that is, “errors of 

prediction are independent of one another” (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014, p. 164). Because 

in the current study, students within a classroom influence each other and may be more 

like one another than students in another classroom, errors may not be independent 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014; UCLA Statistical Consulting Group., n.d.) Following 

Tabachnick and Fidell (2014), I selected the Durbin-Watson test in SPSS 26 to determine 

independence of errors. If the statistic is significant, then the assumption of independence 

of errors has not been met. Because Tabachnick and Fidell do not provide the value of a 

significant Durbin-Watson statistic, I followed UCLA Statistical Consulting Group (n.d.), 

which notes a Durbin-Watson statistic of 2 or greater is significant. The regression model 

summary indicates a Durbin-Watson statistic of 1.53 with end-of-year ALLA scores as 

the dependent variable and 1.43 with end-of-year Picture Vocabulary scores as the 

dependent variable; both models included the five independent variables listed 

previously. I also obtained the Durbin-Watson statistic including pretest score as an 

additional independent variable; The regression model summary indicates a Durbin-

Watson statistic of 2.04 with end-of-year ALLA scores as the dependent variable and 

1.75 with end-of-year Picture Vocabulary scores.  



212 

 

These data include nested components, that is, naturally occurring clusters (students 

nested within classrooms). In other words, one variable of interest is the classroom-

specific characteristic of academic language exposure. Note that while I considered a 

multilevel linear modeling approach to address the statistical dependency, the number of 

classroom groupings in the data (8) does not provide sufficient power; Tabachnick and 

Fidell (2014) note “Sufficient power for cross-level effects is obtained when sample sizes 

at the first level [e.g., student level] are not too small and the number of groups [e.g., 

classroom level] is 20 or higher” (p. 845). So, to address the inclusion of clustered or 

nested data, I adjusted the standard errors in the regression model, similar to Bowers and 

Vasilyeva (2011). Adjusting the standard error is a correction that helps to address the 

likelihood of residuals not being independent within a classroom (UCLA Statistical 

Group, n.d.). In Stata (because statistical adjustment was unavailable in SPSS), I 

computed the regression using the cluster option, which helps to ensure the standard 

errors take into account that the observations within classrooms may not be independent 

(UCLA Statistical Group, n.d.). As Bowers and Vasilyeva (2011) note, the statistical 

adjustment “tends to make statistical tests more conservative by increasing the size of 

estimated standard” (p. 229).  

Additionally, to confirm the need for the clustering adjustment, I computed the intra-

cluster correlation coefficient for both scores, ALLA and WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary, 

at the teacher (i.e., classroom) level. The intra-cluster correlation coefficient, which is the 

ratio of the between-group variance on a continuous outcome measure (i.e., academic 

language proficiency, in this study) to the total variance of the outcome (the between- and 

within-group variance), indicates the extent to which individuals are correlated within a 
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group or level (Abe & Gee, 2014). An intra-cluster correlation coefficient closer to one 

indicates a higher degree of correlation within groups (Abe & Gee, 2014). To obtain the 

intra-cluster correlation coefficient, following Abe and Gee (2014) and Gee (personal 

communication), I ran an empty (i.e., no predictors or independent variables) mixed 

model in Stata, with the Picture Vocabulary score as the dependent variable, and then 

computed the intra-cluster correlation in Stata using the “estat icc” command. The intra-

cluster correlation coefficient was .302, which indicates that about 30% of the variation 

in participants’ academic language proficiency was due to between-classroom 

differences, with the rest was due to variation among students within the classrooms. I 

also ran an empty mixed model with ALLA score as the dependent variable and 

computed the coefficient using the “estat icc” command in Stata. Here, the coefficient 

was .082, indicated that about 8% of variation in academic language proficiency was due 

to between classroom differences. The intra-cluster correlation coefficient for both scores 

suggest that kindergarteners within classrooms exhibit some correlation with one another; 

therefore, a statistical adjustment to account for clustering is warranted. 

5.2.3 Correlations of Assessments 

I analyzed the pattern of correlations among the sets of test scores to investigate the 

relationship between end-of-year scores on the researcher-developed assessment and end-

of-year scores on the standardized assessment. First, I confirmed that there is a linear 

relationship between the test scores via a visual review of scatterplots. Then, I performed 

the Pearson correlation test in SPSS 26; The Pearson correlation coefficients indicate 

there is a strong, positive relationship between ALLA scores and Picture Vocabulary 
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subtest scores (r = .734, N = 69, p < .05) as well as between ALLA scores and the 

combined WMLS-R subtests (r = .712, N = 69, p < .01). There is a moderate, positive 

relationship between ALLA scores and Story Recall subtest scores (r = .549, N = 69, p < 

.01). The moderate to strong and positive relationship between scores on the ALLA and 

scores on the standardized tests help to establish criterion-related validity and support the 

inclusion of ALLA scores as a variable in the study. Table 12 provides the results. 

Table 12: Correlation Matrix of Test Scores 

 ALLA 
Woodcock-

Muñoz  
Picture 

Vocabulary  Story Recall 
ALLA Pearson 

Correlation 
1 .712** .734** .549** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 .000 
N 69 69 69 69 

Woodcock-
Muñoz 

Pearson 
Correlation 

.712** 1 .837** .914** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 .000 
N 69 69 69 69 

Picture 
Vocabulary 

Pearson 
Correlation 

.734** .837** 1 .544** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  .000 
N 69 69 69 69 

Story 
Recall 

Pearson 
Correlation 

.549** .914** .544** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000  
N 69 69 69 69 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 

5.2.4 Multiple Regression Analyses 

To answer the second research question (How is academic language proficiency at 

the end of the academic year related to students’ language status [EL or EO], degree of 
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exposure to academic language in kindergarten, prior exposure to formal classroom 

contexts [i.e., preschool experience], gender, and age?), two standard multiple regression 

models were computed in Stata 14. The first model included the Woodcock-Muñoz 

Picture Vocabulary score as the dependent variable accounting for academic language 

proficiency; the second included the researcher-developed ALLA score as the dependent 

variable of academic language proficiency. Both models included five exploratory 

variables: language status, exposure to academic language, preschool experience, gender, 

and age. To account for nested data (that is, participants within the same classroom are 

likely to influence each other and, therefore, be more alike than children in another 

classroom [Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014; UCLA Statistical Group, n.d.]), I computed the 

standard multiple regressions using the cluster option in Stata 14 with “teacher” serving 

as the cluster variable. The cluster option adjusts the size of estimated standard errors, 

ensures error terms remain independent by teacher, and allow for a more conservative 

regression model (Bowers & Vasilyeva, 2011).  

Additionally, to control for pretest score, I computed two additional multiple 

regressions, inclusive of the five independent variables noted previously as well as the 

ALLA pretest score as a covariate in one model and the Woodcock-Muñoz Picture 

Vocabulary pretest score in the other model. Both pretest scores were centered at the 

grand mean; that is, the mean score was subtracted from each participant's score 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014). 

5.2.4.1 Multiple Regression: ALLA Scores  

Stata 14 was used to compute a standard multiple regression between end-of-year 

ALLA scores, the dependent variable, and academic language exposure, language status, 
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formal preschool experience, gender, and age as independent variables. Standard errors 

were adjusted by clustering by teacher using the cluster error adjustment function to 

account for nested data.  

Table 13 displays the regression coefficients (B), standard error (SE), t-value (t), 

statistical significance level (p), confidence intervals (CI), and variance inflation factor 

(VIF) for the variables. The p value associated with the F value is .000, indicating the 

overall model is statistically significant. The R2 indicates that 32.4% of the variance in 

ALLA scores can be explained by the variables: academic language exposure, language 

status, formal preschool experience, gender, and age. However, only language status is 

statistically significant (p < .05); for EL students, the ALLA score, with a range of 0–19 

points, would be 2.8 points lower than for EO students. While gender and age are not 

statistically significant predictors at the .05 level, they trended toward significance (p < 

.10), suggesting that older students may perform better than younger kindergarteners and 

that females may perform better than males; these interpretations, however, are not 

significant in this model. There is no significant relationship between ALLA scores and 

academic language exposure and preschool experience. Therefore, only language status 

helps to explain variation in ALLA scores, with ELs scoring lower than EOs; the 

magnitude of the score difference is quite substantial, with ELs scoring about 16% lower 

than EOs for every one unit increase in ALLA score. 
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Table 13: Standard Multiple Regression Analyses Exploring Relationship Between 

ALLA Scores and Academic Language Exposure, Language Status, Formal Preschool 

Experience, Gender, and Age  

Variable B SE t p 95% CI VIF 

Constant -.468 5.288 -.05 .932 -12.972, 12.035  

AL exposure .043 .029 1.48 .182 -.026, .113 1.11 

Language status  -2.819 0.996 -2.83 .025* -5.175, -.463 1.06 

PK experience .209 .598 .350 .737 -1.204, 1.622 1.03 

Gender .946 .486 1.950 .093 -.204, 2.095 1.02 

Age in months .206 .098 2.090 .075 -.027, .439 1.07 

R2 = .324, F(5, 7) = 28.65, Prob > F = .000 

Note. Total N = 69, B = unstandardized regression coefficient, SE = standard error, t 

= t-statistic, p = p-value (*p < .05), CI = confidence interval, VIF = variance inflation 

factor. 

5.2.4.2 Multiple Regression: WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary Scores  

Stata 14 was also used to compute a standard multiple regression between end-of-year 

WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores, the dependent variable, and academic language 

exposure, language status, preschool experience, gender, and age as independent 

variables. As for the regression computed with ALLA scores as the dependent variable 

(refer to section 4.5.2.2), standard errors were adjusted by clustering by teacher using the 

cluster error adjustment function to account for nested data. 

Table 14 displays the regression coefficients (B), standard error (SE), t-value (t), 

statistical significance level (p), confidence intervals (CI), and variance inflation factor 

(VIF) for the variables. The p value associated with the F value is .001, indicating the 
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overall model is statistically significant. The R2 indicates that 45.5% of the variance in 

WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores can be explained by the variables: academic 

language exposure, language status, formal preschool experience, gender, and age. 

Language status (p < .01), academic language exposure (p < .01), and gender (p < .05), 

are statistically significant. In this model, on average, the WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary 

score, with a range of 0–64 points, for ELs were 5.6 points lower than for EO students 

controlling for all other variables in the model. That is, EOs outperformed ELs on the 

WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary test, which is consistent with results across numerous 

studies comparing EO and EL performance on academic assessments (e.g., Bowers & 

Vasilyeva, 2011; Lesaux et al., 2010; Francis et al., 2006).  

As students become exposed to a one percent increase is academic language (i.e., 

sophisticated words and syntactically complex language), there is approximately a one 

tenth of a point increase on the WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary test, controlling for other 

variables. While this can be interpreted as a relatively small increase in academic 

language proficiency based on academic language exposure, it is still statistically 

significant. This result is comparable to Weizman and Snow (2001), in which there was a 

positive relationship between exposure to sophisticated words and 5 year olds’ 

vocabulary performance. Bowers and Vasilyeva (2011) also found a positive relationship 

between lexical diversity (measured as number of different word types in their study) in 

the classroom and vocabulary scores of EOs, specifically; ELs’ scores, however, were 

affected not by lexical diversity but by total number of words used by teachers as well as 

teachers’ syntactic complexity (measured as total number of words per utterance). So, 

results between the current study and Bowers and Vasilyeva differ to the degree that 
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overall academic language exposure, comprised of both lexical and syntactic complexity, 

had a positive relationship with academic language proficiency, as measured by the 

WMLS-R Picture vocabulary test. One more comparison can be made with Gámez and 

Lesaux (2012), in which sophisticated vocabulary (i.e., word types) significantly 

impacted students' vocabulary performance, and, teachers' syntactic complexity 

differentially impacted EO and EL students' vocabulary ability, with EOs and high-

performing ELs only as benefitting from teachers' syntactically complexity language. 

The third and final variable that was significant in terms of academic language 

proficiency was gender (p < .05); that is, on average, for every one unit change in score 

on the WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary test, female students scored 1.70 points higher. Such 

a result is consistent with other research that suggests child demographic features, such as 

gender, may contribute to early academic skills in young learners (e.g., Hindman et al., 

2010). 

Table 14: Standard Multiple Regression Analyses Exploring Relationship Between 

WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary Scores and Academic Language Exposure, Language 

Status, Formal Preschool Experience, Gender, and Age  

Variable B SE t p 95% CI VIF 

Constant 8.630 9.063 .950 .373 -12.799, 30.06  

AL exposure  .094 .028 3.410 .011** 0.029, .159 1.11 

Language status  -5.586 1.147 -4.870 .002** -8.297, -2.874 1.06 

PK experience 1.190 .863 1.380 .211 -.851, 3.231 1.03 

Gender 1.696 .728 2.330 .053* -.026, 3.418 1.02 

Age .245 .150 1.640 .145 -.108, .599 1.07 

R2 = .455, F(5, 7) = 14.92, p = .001 
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Note. Total N = 69, B = unstandardized regression coefficient, SE = standard error, t = t-

statistic, p = p-value (*p < .05, **p < .01), CI = confidence interval, VIF = variance 

inflation factor. 

5.2.5 Multiple Regression Analyses Controlling for Pretest Scores 

To investigate the relationship of academic language proficiency to the explanatory 

variables when controlling for pretest scores, I computed two separate multiple regression 

models. Both included the same five independent variables (academic language exposure, 

language status, formal preschool experience, gender, age) as the models discussed 

previously; I also included pretest score on the ALLA in one model (with end-of-year 

ALLA scores as the dependent variable) and on the WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores 

in the second (with end-of-year WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores as the dependent 

variable). As done with the previous models, I computed the multiple regressions using 

the cluster option in Stata 14 with “teacher” serving as the cluster variable. 

5.2.5.1 Multiple Regression Controlling for Pretest: ALLA Scores  

Stata 14 was used to compute a standard multiple regression between end-of-year 

ALLA scores, the dependent variable, and academic language exposure, language status, 

formal preschool experience, gender, age, and pretest score (grand-mean centered) as 

independent variables. Standard errors were adjusted by clustering by teacher using the 

cluster error adjustment function to account for nested data.  

Table 13 displays the regression coefficients (B), standard error (SE), t-value (t), 

statistical significance level (p), confidence intervals (CI), and variance inflation factor 

(VIF) for the variables. The p value associated with the F value is .000, indicating the 
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overall model is statistically significant. The R2 indicates that 67.7% of the variance in 

ALLA scores can be explained by the variables: academic language exposure, language 

status, formal preschool experience, gender, age, and pretest scores. Students’ pretest 

scores were substantial and significant predictors of their end-of-year scores; a one-unit 

change in the pretest scores accounted for a .58-unit change in their end-of-year scores, 

suggesting that students who have higher academic language proficiency at the beginning 

of the school year are also more likely to have higher academic language proficiency at 

the end of the school year. Students’ academic language proficiency as measured by the 

ALLA was significantly related to gender (B  = 1.218, p < .013); that is, holding all other 

variables constant, female students scored about 1.22 points higher.  

It is quite interesting that, in this model—which includes the pretest score as a 

covariate—the relationship between academic language proficiency and language status 

is no longer significant. One explanation is that the pretest scores supplant the 

relationship between academic language proficiency and language status; in other words, 

when controlling for pretest scores, the relationship between academic language 

proficiency, as measured by end-of-year ALLA scores, and language status is no longer 

meaningful.  
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Table 15: Standard Multiple Regression Analyses Exploring Relationship Between 

End-of-Year ALLA Scores and Academic Language Exposure, Language Status, Formal 

Preschool Experience, Gender, Age, and Pretest Scores  

Variable B SE t p 95% CI VIF 

Constant 8.205 5.132 1.600 0.154 -3.931, 20.341  

AL exposure -0.004 0.016 -0.230 0.822 -.041, .034 1.16 

Language status  -1.395 0.792 -1.760 0.122 -3.269, .478 1.2 

PK experience -0.152 0.478 -0.320 0.760 -1.282, .978 1.04 

Gender 1.218 0.367 3.320 0.013* .351, 2.086 1.03 

Age in months 0.094 0.090 1.050 0.331 -.119, .306 1.12 

Pretest scores 0.583 0.077 7.600 0.000* .402, .764 1.31 

R2 = .677, F(6, 7) = 119.02, Prob > F = .000 

Note. Total N = 69, B = unstandardized regression coefficient, SE = standard error, t 

= t-statistic, p = p-value (*p < .05), CI = confidence interval, VIF = variance inflation 

factor. 

5.2.5.2 Multiple Regression Controlling for Pretest: WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary Scores  

Stata 14 was also used to compute a standard multiple regression between end-of-year 

WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores, the dependent variable, and academic language 

exposure, language status, preschool experience, gender, age, and pretest scores as 

independent variables. As for the regression computed with ALLA scores as the 

dependent variable (refer to section 4.5.2.2), standard errors were adjusted by clustering 

by teacher using the cluster error adjustment function to account for nested data. 

Table 14 displays the regression coefficients (B), standard error (SE), t-value (t), 

statistical significance level (p), confidence intervals (CI), and variance inflation factor 

(VIF) for the variables. The p value associated with the F value is .000, indicating the 
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overall model is statistically significant. The R2 indicates that 85.8% of the variance in 

ALLA scores can be explained by the variables: academic language exposure, language 

status, formal preschool experience, gender, age, and pretest scores. As in the model with 

end-of-year ALLA scores as the dependent variable, students’ pretest scores were 

substantial and significant predictors of their end-of-year scores; specifically, a one-unit 

change in the pretest scores accounted for a .65-unit change in their end-of-year scores. 

While gender and language status are not statistically significant predictors at the .05 

level, they trended toward significance (p < .10), suggesting that females may perform 

better than males and EOs better than ELs; these interpretations, however, are not 

significant in this model. There is no significant relationship between WMLS-R Picture 

Vocabulary scores and academic language exposure, preschool experience, nor age. 

Therefore, only pretest scores are significant in explaining variation in end-of-year 

WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores. These results suggest that, for the kindergarteners 

in the current study, the amount of academic language exposure, their language status, 

their formal preschool experience, their gender, and their age did not significantly relate 

to their end-of-year academic language proficiency when controlling for their pretest 

scores. In other words, students’ academic language proficiency at the end of the 

academic year may be due to expected developmental change and not the other factors in 

the model. At the same time, it is important to note that the pretest administration 

occurred in early December; students, therefore, had three months of academic language 

exposure. Nevertheless, the additional months of academic language exposure is not 

related to academic language proficiency in the classrooms observed. 
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Table 16: Standard Multiple Regression Analyses Exploring Relationship Between 

End-of-Year WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary Scores and Academic Language Exposure, 

Language Status, Formal Preschool Experience, Gender, Age, and Pretest Score  

Variable B SE t p 95% CI VIF 

Constant 22.122 4.158 5.32 0.001 12.291, 31.953  

AL exposure  0.011 0.026 0.42 0.685 -.051, .073 1.17 

Language status  -1.049 0.486 -2.16 0.068 -2.198, .100 1.57 

PK experience 0.659 0.585 1.13 0.297 -.725, 2.043 1.04 

Gender 0.963 0.489 1.97 0.089 -.193, 2.119 1.03 

Age 0.072 0.063 1.14 0.291 -.077, .221 1.11 

Pretest score 0.648 0.036 17.99  0.000* .563, .734 1.7 

R2 = .858, F(6, 7) = 32026.01, p = .000 

Note. Total N = 69, B = unstandardized regression coefficient, SE = standard error, t = t-

statistic, p = p-value (*p < .05), CI = confidence interval, VIF = variance inflation factor. 
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CHAPTER 6  DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this mixed-methods study was two-fold: (1) to describe language 

usage—at the lexical, syntactic, and discoursal levels—of kindergarten classrooms that 

include both EL and EO students, and (2) to investigate whether academic language 

proficiency, as determined by a standardized language and literacy assessment, is related 

to students’ language status, degree of exposure to academic language in kindergarten, 

prior exposure to formal classroom contexts, gender, and age and also when controlling 

for pretest scores. As such, the contributions of this work are relevant to both educational 

researchers and practitioners in providing a description of the academic language usage in 

kindergarten classrooms comprised of ELs and EOs across three dimensions (lexical, 

syntactic, discoursal), and offering exploratory insight into conditions that are related to 

academic language proficiency for the youngest learners in these classrooms. 

The following chapter provides a discussion of both research questions as well as the 

limitations and educational implications of the study, including recommendations for 

future research.  

6.1 Research Question 1: Linguistic Features in Kindergarten Classrooms 

6.1.1 Lexical Complexity in Academic Literacy Tasks in Kindergarten Classrooms 

While sophisticated words in discourse across the eight classrooms comprised an 

average of about 5% of total words spoken, there was substantial variability in the 

percentage of sophisticated vocabulary both within and across classrooms, with a range 

from 2.04% to 9.49% (M = 4.82, SD = 1.32) across the four observations. Because a 

variety of formal literacy events were observed and analyzed for this study, the range of 



226 

 

sophisticated words within and across classrooms is not surprising; Barnes et al. (2019), 

for example, reported approximately 7% of all teacher talk specific to narrative shared 

readings in Head Start preschool classrooms was comprised of sophisticated vocabulary 

(operationalized as range 3 words; that is, words outside the 2,999 most common words 

in the Corpus of Contemporary American English; Davies, 2009). Similarly, as indicated 

in the analysis of lexical complexity, sophisticated words were a feature of extratextual 

talk during whole-class, shared reading activities as well as a feature of the narratives 

themselves. Shared reading is a primary instructional method for introducing and 

explaining vocabulary in classrooms with the youngest learners (e.g., Dickinson et al, 

2014; Hindman et al., 2019; Wasik et al., 2016), and this study further supports that 

exposure to sophisticated words is afforded by read aloud events of both narrative and 

informational texts. It is also important to note that, while the percentage of classroom 

talk including sophisticated words is lower than that reported in other studies with young 

learners (e.g., Barnes et al., 2017, in which classrooms with preschool participants 

featured about 10 sophisticated word tokens for every 100 utterances), much of the 

instructional talk surrounding the use of the sophisticated words featured high-frequency 

vocabulary, in an attempt to support student comprehension of the novel, sophisticated 

terms. That is, the teachers in this study provided considerable input when presenting 

novel terms, as an instructional strategy to build vocabulary knowledge for both the EL 

and EO students in their classrooms. However, instruction provided was not consistently 

scaffolded within the students’ zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978).  In the 

classrooms observed, teachers used common, high-frequency vocabulary—what would 

traditionally be considered “everyday” or “conversational” vocabulary—to support the 
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teaching academic vocabulary, which, to some degree, substantiates Bunch’s (2014) 

reconceptualization of academic language as the “language of ideas” and the “language 

of display.” Bunch describes these concepts: “Language of ideas consists of the use of 

any and all linguistic resources students bring to bear on the engagement in and 

completion of an academic task, no matter how far from ‘literate’ language it is. 

Language of display refers to the evolving oral and written texts students develop, either 

individually or as a group, to present to particular academic audiences” (Bunch, 2014, p. 

74). Note that Bunch’s definition, however, is specific to students. Analysis from the 

eight classrooms observed, though, suggests teachers also employ the “language of ideas” 

to support student learning of sophisticated words and advance their academic 

knowledge. That is, a range of language practices, from more informal in style (i.e., the 

heavily supported verbal instruction on novel words) to more academic in nature (i.e., the 

presentation of the sophisticated words themselves), were employed in the eight 

classrooms in service of teaching literacy, as aligned to the state’s ELA standards. Such 

language may be a form of high-quality input, in that the simplified teacher talk may 

facilitate lexical development in young learners, both ELs and EOs (e.g., Atkins-Burnett 

et al., 2017; Silverman & DiBara Campbell, 2010; Spycher, 2009; Weizman & Snow, 

2001). Unfortunately, because of the limited opportunities provided to students for verbal 

participation during the observations, student use of sophisticated words and extended 

student discussion regarding such terms was  minimal. In each of the eight classrooms, 

the teacher talk was dominant; the teacher led and controlled the communicative 

exchanges, typically following the initiate-respond-evaluate model (IRE, Cazden, 2001; 

Mehan, 1979). And, so, student opportunity to respond was generally limited and 
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restricted to brief, simple answers. This is consistent with findings from Jacoby and 

Lesaux (2017), in which language and literacy lessons presented in Head Start 

classrooms featured whole-class instruction characterized by teachers prompting students 

to answer basic questions with brief (one or two word) responses; the study also revealed 

minimal opportunities for students to participate in extended discourse. Hindman et al. 

(2019) similarly found a preponderance of teacher-controlled closed questions with, 

typically, student answers restricted to one or two words during shared reading events in 

Head Start classrooms. While the amount of teacher input and student output was not a 

focus of the current study, qualitative analyses completed here suggest that limited 

opportunities for EOs and ELs to express language themselves—and engage in 

languaging (Swain & Deters, 2007)—coupled with pedagogical structures that 

constrained student output to lexically and syntactically simple responses, may preclude 

students from fully internalizing (Vygotsky, 1978) the academic language used in 

classroom contexts. Empirical research studies that investigate the relationship of student 

output and academic language acquisition are warranted. 

In addition to shared reading events, some lexical diversity was also present during 

foundational literacy skills activities. Though such activities were predominantly 

phonemic awareness drills, and any books intended for independent or group reading 

were pattern books with decodable, controlled vocabulary, some opportunities to discuss 

metalanguage and sophisticated words that were naturally introduced during foundational 

literacy skills lessons were present. The foundational literacy skills lesson, then, can be a 

meaningful springboard for lexically diverse discussions, if some prior consideration for 

the inclusion of sophisticated words is made more explicitly. Research emphasizes the 
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importance of foundational literacy skills in the development of later conventional 

literacy (NELP, 2008), for both EOs and ELs (August & Shanahan, 2008), and the 

teaching of these skills align with the state’s literacy standards. Therefore, it is likely that 

foundational literacy skills instruction will remain a required and necessary element of 

kindergarten instruction. While lexical complexity in the foundational literacy tasks 

observed at the Pine School and the Oak School was minimal, teachers did at times 

capitalize on the introduction of sophisticated yet decodable words to engage students in 

understanding unknown, sophisticated words in context. Allowing and planning for 

sophisticated word use and discussion during foundational literacy skills lessons provides 

additional opportunities, outside shared reading events, for exposure to and instruction on 

academic vocabulary. Note that the foundational literacy curriculum followed at the 

schools was highly prescriptive, with letters, letter sounds, and keywords repeated over 

the course of the observations; it was clear from students’ ability to recite the drills with 

ease that drills were frequent and consistent. Multiple exposures to academic vocabulary 

in various and repeated forms may be needed before internalization can occur (Barnes et 

al., 2019). The need for multiple exposures—as well as meaningful opportunities to 

engage in productive language use with teachers and their peers—may be especially 

critical for ELs, who are learning academic concepts and academic vocabulary in their 

developing language; internalization is an active, dynamic process that takes place over 

time (Vygotsky, 1978).  
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6.1.2 Syntactic Complexity in Academic Literacy Tasks 

Syntactic complexity—operationalized as the percentage of complex, multiclause 

utterances (i.e., containing coordinating or subordinating conjunctions) in classroom 

discourse, inclusive of teacher and student talk—across the eight classrooms comprised 

an average of 33% of total utterances. As with lexical complexity, there was substantial 

variability in the percentage of syntactic complexity both within and across classrooms, 

with a range from 11.59% to 65.96% (M = 33.23, SD = 9.25). Some of this variability can 

be explained by lesson format observed; lessons that featured shared book reading, for 

example, had the highest percentages of syntactically complex language. For lessons 

focused on foundational literacy skills, when language was more complex syntactically, it 

was generally language related to organizational or procedural talk, not to conceptual or 

analytical talk. The variability in syntactic complexity in the current study might also be 

attributed to teacher modification of input based on student language status; that is, 

teachers, at times, made some adjustments to their instructional talk to better align with 

students’ language abilities. Some linguistic simplification was present in literacy 

activities where ELs were called on to participate; for example, in a show-and-tell task 

related to a reading of a non-fiction text, the teacher provided a whole class introduction 

and explanation using syntactically complex language and then applied syntactically 

simple language to address an EL, specifically. The transition from syntactically complex 

language to syntactically simple language provided the whole class with a model of 

linguistic complexity along with a modified version, to ensure understanding for students 

who require simplified directions based on their language needs. Such in-the-moment 

linguistic modification may serve to address students’ needs within their ZPD (Vygotsky, 
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1978). Also consider findings from Barnes and Dickinson (2017), in which vocabulary 

development in preschool monolingual students was positively impacted by lexical 

complexity but negatively impacted by syntactic complexity. Barnes and Dickinson 

concluded that “children with lower language scores may benefit from hearing more 

lexical elements embedded in shorter, potentially less complex utterances” (p. 803). 

Somewhat comparable are findings from Bowers and Vasilyeva (2011), in which 

sophisticated word use positively impacted 5- to 6-year-old EOs’ vocabulary 

development, and syntactic complexity had no effect on EOs and a negative effect on 

ELs. Bowers and Vasilyeva suggest that longer utterances may be more difficult for ELs 

to process and may have hindered vocabulary development. In light of these findings and 

an SCT framework, syntax may need to be simplified or made complex based on the 

degree of familiarity with the academic concepts being taught as well as degree of 

language proficiency of individual students in the classroom. 

Overall, the analysis of syntactic complexity in classroom discourse demonstrates 

students are exposed to syntactically complex language, to varying degrees, through read-

aloud of texts and the surrounding extratextual talk, teacher instruction related to 

comprehension and vocabulary in texts, teacher reformulations and expansion of student 

responses, and teacher organizational talk. The storybooks themselves were rich in 

syntactic complexity, and teacher-led discussions that occurred during the shared 

storybook readings generally contained a range of syntactic structures, from simple to 

complex. This supports research that identifies complex syntax (as well as sophisticated 

words) as characteristic of shared reading activities in early elementary classrooms 

(Dickinson et al., 2014; Price et al., 2009). Note that syntactic complexity was not a 
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feature of the early reader texts that were read independently by students and in small 

groups during foundational literacy skills activities. Such texts, which feature controlled 

vocabulary, decodable words, and predictable patterns, are purposefully designed to limit 

any complexity, so that students may make progress in beginning reading skills. Note that 

research supports the teaching of foundational literacy skills to support later conventional 

literacy in both EOs and ELs (August & Shanahan, 2008), and literacy standards 

instantiate the requirement for foundational literacy skills instruction. The current study 

suggests that teachers did engage in syntactically complex language during foundational 

literacy skills instruction to a degree, though syntactically complex language was present 

primarily in the organizational or procedural talk about the foundational literacy skills 

activity. That organizational talk was provided as a means to explain the activity, provide 

instructions related to the task, and manage the lesson. Since foundational literacy skills 

activities take up a substantial proportion of standards-based instruction (27% of 

classroom discourse specific to standards-based instruction was coded to language 

aligned to foundational literacy skills), future research should consider how foundational 

literacy skills activities might be designed to allow for opportunities to introduce some 

syntactically complex language, as appropriate to the topic, the lesson, and to the needs 

of the students. 

Less complex syntax was, at times and to varying degrees, a feature of teacher talk 

targeted to ELs, specifically. Teachers modified spoken input to be less complex when 

providing direct instruction to ELs, though input was not solely simple in form. For 

example, model responses and reformulations of student answers provided by teachers to 

ELs and EOs did include syntactically complex language. The model responses and 
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reformulations may function as verbal scaffolding, and when presented explicitly as an 

exemplar and with opportunities for student practice, may facilitate eventual uptake and 

internalization (Walqui & van Lier, 2010). This is consistent with Vygotskian theory, in 

which instruction that is targeted at too high a level, one that is outside the individual 

child’s progressing developmental state, will be ineffective. For learning and 

development to occur, however, multiple and diverse social interactions with experts and 

peers related to the concept or topic at a developmentally and linguistically appropriate 

level are essential. Consider findings from Gámez and Lesaux (2012), in which middle-

school EO and EL students were differentially impacted by syntactically complex teacher 

talk; EO and EL students with advanced language proficiency had greater gains in 

vocabulary than their EL peers with low to moderate English language proficiency. And 

while Gámez and Lesaux (2012) suggest there is no negative impact to student language 

development by the inclusion of syntactically complex talk, for students to benefit from 

complex syntax in classroom discourse, their English language skills “must be 

sufficiently advanced” (p. 1327). This is in contrast to findings from Bowers and 

Vasilyeva (2011), in which syntactic complexity of teacher talk did not contribute to EO 

students’ vocabulary growth. And, syntactic complexity in classroom discourse had a 

negative contribution to vocabulary growth for the EL students in the study. A potential 

implication here is that academic language development may need to be precisely 

mediated and within the student’s ZPD; that is, students learning sophisticated 

vocabulary may need instruction to be provided in a syntactically simplified form in 

order to be able to access (and eventually internalize) the content. Bowers and Vasilyeva 

(2011) consider: “the exposure to a large amount of input, in which basic words and 
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structures are likely to be repeated multiple times, and the structural simplicity of 

sentences may be critical to the initial progress of ELL students” (p. 236). Note in 

Bowers and Vasilyeva study, syntactic complexity was labeled as “structural complexity” 

and operationalized as the average number of words per utterance in teacher speech, 

whereas in Gámez and Lesaux (2012) and the current study, syntactic complexity was 

operationalized as the percentage of complex (multiclause) utterances. 

While teacher talk included varying degrees of syntactically complex language, 

teacher-led instruction afforded few opportunities for extended student talk, thereby 

limiting the potential for students to use complex syntax during literacy lessons. The 

teacher-led literacy events commonly featured display and closed questions that largely 

led to non-verbal, zero-clause, and, at times, simple-clause student responses, consistent 

with, Hindman et al. (2019) and Jacoby and Lesaux (2017). Though students were 

exposed to varying degrees of syntactically complex language, they had few occasions 

for engaging in syntactically complex language use themselves. SCT posits that higher 

cognitive processes develop through social activity as mediated by tools, most 

importantly of which is language. Swain and Deters (2007) operationalize the theory as 

languaging, which is the process of producing or expressing language to facilitate 

language learning, in specific, instructionally scaffolded contexts where students must 

negotiate meaning with teachers and/or peers. With only limited opportunities to produce 

and practice academic language with their teachers and their peers, entrenchment may be 

delayed. In consideration of SCT, then, even though EL and EO students were exposed to 

a wide range of syntactically complex language during these observations, uptake of 

these language features may potentially be impeded due to limited opportunities to fully 
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engage in producing and expressing language themselves—with their teachers and their 

peers—in these classroom contexts. 

Finally, responses to the teacher and paraprofessional questionnaire indicate that 

these teachers conflated academic language with academic vocabulary. While teacher 

feedback to the questions on academic language were limited, the narrow understanding 

of academic language among teachers is consistent with recent research on teacher 

conceptions related to the construct of academic language (e.g., Heineke & Neugebauer, 

2018). Barnes et al. (2019) remark: “some teachers conflate academic language with 

academic vocabulary (Mallinson et al., 2011), and focus instruction at the word level by 

explicitly teaching vocabulary rather than at the sentence or discourse levels by 

investigating complex syntax and developing conceptual knowledge” (p. 370). 

Qualitative analysis from the current study support that explicit instruction on complex 

syntax was not a prevalent feature of classroom discourse. Considering teachers’ 

conflation of academic language with academic vocabulary, it may not be wholly 

surprising, then, that no explicit focus on syntactic complexity was captured during the 

observations. Whereas teachers did provide syntactically complex responses as a model 

for students, these modeled responses were repeated by students without any instructional 

unpacking of the content. That is, teachers offered a syntactically complex modeled 

response as a kind of verbal support; students repeated the modeled response, and 

teachers praised students for the repetition. However, repetition of a modeled response in 

the moment does not signify uptake or internalization. Similarly, repetition of the 

modeled response does not indicate student comprehension of the syntactically complex 

example nor the ability for students to be able to generalize that syntactically complex 
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construction to other contexts. If we consider these findings from an SCT framework, 

internalization of academic language may be facilitated by multiple exposures to 

academic language and active engagement in academic language use in collaborative 

contexts with teachers and peers. 

6.1.3 Language Functions Academic Literacy Tasks 

In order to describe the language functions inherent in the eight classrooms observed, 

classroom discourse was coded by language function, defined as “the purpose for which 

oral or written communication is being used; language functions guide the choices in 

language use and structure as well as the social relationships being established” (p. 112, 

WIDA, 2014). The data revealed that language functions instantiated in classroom 

discourse varied widely and was based largely on the particular focus or objective of the 

formal literacy lesson. The types of formal literacy activities engaged in, and, therefore, 

the specific language functions employed, varied substantially across teachers. Because 

the study allowed teachers to choose the formal literacy events to be observed, this 

variability was not unanticipated. Still, coding by language function enabled patterns of 

language use in the context of these formal literacy events to emerge. The language 

function of engaging in group reading activities, aligned with reading anchor standard 10, 

“Actively engage in group reading activities with purpose and understanding,” for both 

literary and informational texts, provided opportunities for more lexically and 

syntactically complex language to be used in classroom discourse; in fact, this standard 

and its related language function of engaging in group reading activities was the most 

widely coded across discourse in the eight classrooms. Lessons that featured the language 
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functions reading grade-level text (including sight words and high-frequency words), 

print concepts, and organization and features of print—which all align to the reading 

foundation skills standards—also included some examples of lexical and syntactical 

complexity. As found by Dickinson et al. (2014), contextual factors (e.g., the setting, 

such as center time or whole-class read aloud, as well as activity) may influence 

academic language use, and shared reading events afforded opportunities for exposure to 

rich language practices. 

Shared reading events featured several additional language functions: analyzing the 

development and interaction of characters, events, and ideas; describing the relationship 

between text and illustrations; understanding main idea and key details; and 

comprehending unknown words in context. During these shared reading events, students 

were exposed to academic language for activating prior knowledge, recognizing text 

types, explicating, summarizing, questioning (both display questions and open prompts, 

though the latter to a much lesser degree), connecting pictures with text, and defining 

novel words. The current study adds to the growing research related to academic 

opportunities afforded by share book reading in classroom contexts for young learners 

(e.g., Barnes & Dickinson, 2017; Wasik et al., 2016); specifically, shared book reading of 

high-quality literary and informational texts provided exposure to academic language and 

to language used in service of teaching academic language. Still, there were limited 

opportunities provided to students for extended discourse during the shared reading 

activities (and all other formal literacy activities in general). As noted previously, the 

qualitative analysis suggests that teacher talk was predominant across the observations, 

and the pedagogical structures applied by teachers when eliciting output from students 
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generally precipitated lexically and syntactically simple student responses. Student ability 

to fully and actively engage in the language functions was hampered by the heavily 

teacher-fronted, teacher-controlled format of the literacy activities. While EO students 

had limited opportunities to engage in extended, student-centered talk, the opportunities 

appeared to be even less frequent for EL students across the observations at the Oak 

School and Pine School. Teacher talk was dominant across the eight classrooms, teachers 

generally called on specific students to respond, and teachers maintained control of 

formal literacy activities, often following the initiate-respond-evaluate instructional 

model. This led to an overabundance of teacher-asked display and closed questions, and, 

so, student opportunity to respond was generally limited and restricted to brief, simple 

answers. This is consistent with findings in related research on teacher talk in classrooms 

with young learners (Hindman et al., 2019). Hindman and colleagues (2019), for 

example, found that, on average, teachers of preschoolers in Head Start programs asked 

about three open-ended questions and nineteen closed questions during read-alouds, and 

the prevalence of closed questions narrowed students’ opportunities for extended 

discourse. Similarly, in the current study, the presentation of academic language, and 

language used in support of academic language and knowledge, was generally 

unidimensional; that is, students were exposed to lexically and syntactically complex 

language spoken by the teacher and presented in narratives and informational texts, but 

students themselves were afforded limited opportunities to use such language.  Because 

the classroom discourse featured very limited instantiations of student output, an 

examination of the linguistic resources that students bring to academic literacy contexts 

was, unfortunately, not possible. Bunch (2014) argues, “The goal, of course, is not only 
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to facilitate English learners’ ability to engage with content-level material, but also to 

create the conditions under which they can further develop language for academic 

contexts” (p. 74). Such conditions may require appropriately scaffolded teacher input 

within students’ ZPDs as well as ample opportunities for students themselves to engage 

in the language functions related to academic literacy events. Bunch continues, “Because 

language represents action by means of words (Austin, 1975; Searle, 1969), one way to 

understand what students do with language in academic settings is to articulate language 

functions used to engage in academic tasks” (p. 74). If students are not provided the 

opportunity for languaging (Swain & Deters, 2007) in classroom contexts, their ability to 

engage in the language functions inherent in the literacy standards may be impeded.  

Classroom discourse aligned to language functions embedded in the writing, listening 

and speaking, and language standards was less prevalent than discourse aligned with 

reading and foundational literacy skills standards in the current study. Because writing 

was minimally represented, analysis of discoursal characteristics is based on the very few 

lessons that featured a writing activity, and no overall themes across classrooms could be 

gleaned. In activities that did align with the listening and speaking strand of the literacy 

standards, discourse included language functions of confirming understanding of oral 

content, requesting information, and describing familiar objects (people, places, things) 

and familiar events. The data revealed missed opportunities for engaging students fully in 

the listening and speaking standards; a show-and-tell presentation, as described in section 

5.1.3.7 and aligned with describing familiar objects, featured teacher requests for 

information as closed prompts, restricting student descriptions to, generally, single- or 

two-word responses, which were accepted by the teacher without any prompting for 
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clarification, more information, or additional detail. It is evident, then, that opportunities 

for students to engage in extended discourse are limited based on teacher management of 

the lesson, consistent with findings from Hindman et al. (2019) and Jacoby and Lesaux 

(2014). Jacoby and Lesaux (2014) found only 22% of literacy lessons in Head Start 

classrooms with a high percentage of Latino students featured at least one episode of 

extended discourse. The researchers suggested that teachers might benefit from strategies 

for facilitating opportunities for extended discourse and high-quality talk in linguistically 

diverse preschool classrooms. A very interesting finding from Hindman and colleagues 

(2019) is that, even though student output was limited, a higher proportion of child talk 

corresponded to stronger vocabulary growth in preschool children, as measured on the 

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (Dunn & Dunn, 1997). The researchers suggest that 

professional development and expert coaching related to fostering genuine exchanges and 

discussions between teachers and students during shared book reading may be beneficial. 

Based on the qualitative analysis of language functions in the current study, I would add 

that instructional goals of kindergarten literacy lessons might be aligned with the literacy 

standards more holistically and comprehensively. That is, across the 32 observations, 

language functions aligned with the reading strand followed by those aligned with the 

foundational literacy strand were more prevalent in the data. There were fewer 

observations of language functions related to the language strand and the listening and 

speaking strand, for example, across the observations. Consider the first proficiency 

expectation in the state’s listening and speaking standards: “Prepare for and participate 

effectively in a range of conversations and collaborations with diverse partners, building 
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on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively” (p. 9). At the 

kindergarten level, the progress indicator for this high-level standard is: 

Participate in collaborative conversations with diverse partners about 
kindergarten topics and texts with peers and adults in small and larger 
groups. 

A. Follow agreed-upon norms for discussions (e.g., listening to others with 
care and taking turns speaking about the topics and texts under 
discussion). 

B. Continue a conversation through multiple exchanges (p. 9). 

Such proficiency expectations could be met through extended, high-quality talk about 

shared reading texts, between teachers and students as well as among students 

themselves. Following a Vygotskian SCT perspective, cognitive development is a 

dynamic, active process in which participation in educational activities with a more-

advanced other (teachers and peers) provides the foundation for the potential to learn and 

eventual, internalized cognitive development. Also following SCT is the need for 

students, especially ELs, to engage in languaging themselves in order for linguistic 

development to take place (Swain & Deters, 2007). Providing instruction aligned with the 

broader set of literacy standards—inclusive of language and listening and speaking 

standards—may facilitate academic language development in both EOs and ELs. 

So, it is not only the context of the activities (i.e., lesson topic or objective as aligned 

with the literacy standards and their respective language functions) that serve to enhance 

academic language output, but also the teacher’s stance in appropriately and explicitly 

structuring the lesson, including prompting, questioning, and scaffolding, to ensure the 

language functions related to all literacy standards are fully realized. As mentioned 

previously, the listening and speaking domain of the literacy standards was introduced as 

part of the overall literacy standards only with the adoption of CCSS. Prior to adoption of 
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the CCSS in 2010, listening and speaking proficiency descriptors were provided only in 

the state’s English language development standards (Bunch et al., 2013). The possibility 

exists that these kindergarten teachers, especially those most familiar with earlier 

versions of literacy standards, have not yet embraced the integrated model of literacy as 

instantiated in the CCSS, in which language and listening and speaking are included in 

literacy standards for the general education population, instead of exclusively in English 

language development standards (Palmer, 2014). 

In activities that did align with the language strand of the literacy standards, teachers 

focused mainly on the language functions of printing letters, using complete sentences, 

and using words and phrases from conversations and texts, and, to an even lesser degree, 

forming plurals, using question words, and capitalizing. Much of the lexically and 

syntactically complex language present in classroom discourse related to these language 

functions was present in the organizational or procedural talk by the teacher (that is, talk 

provided as a means to explain the activity, provide instructions related to the task, and 

manage the task). Conceptual talk related to these language functions was largely 

comprised of high-frequency words and syntactically simple structures; however, 

examples of high-frequency words employed as specialized terms, specific to the 

kindergarten classroom context, were found. Such language, on a surface level, may 

appear to be “everyday language”; however, it is clear that in the contexts of these 

classrooms, the terms are actually academic terms, used in service of specific language 

functions. Students must comprehend and internalize these terms, as intended for the task 

at hand, in order to successfully complete the activity. It is evident, then, that academic 

language in these kindergarten classrooms is representative of a language along a wide 
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continuum, one that encompasses what may be traditionally defined as “everyday” 

language as well as sophisticated language. Both the “language of ideas” and the 

“language of display” (Bunch, 2014) are present in classroom discourse related to formal 

literacy activities aligned with the kindergarten literacy standards, though generally in 

terms of teacher input, not student output. As Snow and Uccelli (2009) assert, “Exposure 

to talking styles that display features of academic discourse and participation in academic 

genres is probably essential for mastering academic language” (p. 128). Again, both 

exposure to and active, productive use of academic language may be needed for academic 

language development to occur. 

6.2 Research Question 2: Relationship between Academic Language Proficiency and 

Language Status, Academic Language Exposure, Formal Preschool Experience, Gender, 

and Age 

It is critical to understand what factors may contribute to academic language 

proficiency in the youngest learners so that supportive, meaningful, and effective 

educational contexts can be designed for both EL and EO students beginning with their 

very first year of formal schooling, kindergarten. Accordingly, the final research question 

in the current study investigated the relationship between academic language proficiency, 

operationalized as scores on end-of-year language and literacy assessments, and 

classroom and child characteristics: degree of exposure to academic language in 

kindergarten, students’ language status, formal preschool experience, gender, and age. 

The current study also considers the relationship between academic language proficiency 

and these explanatory variables when controlling for students’ pretest score. 
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Results of the first set of regression models (i.e., without controlling for pretest 

scores) show that, when scores on the researcher-developed ALLA test were considered, 

32% of the variance was explained by the model, with language status as the only factor 

that significantly contributed to the variance in academic language proficiency. On 

average, the ALLA score, with a range of 0–19 points, was 2.8 points lower for ELs than 

for EOs in the current study. The finding that performance on academic assessments is 

impacted by language status is consistent with results across numerous studies comparing 

EO and EL performance on academic assessments (e.g., Bowers & Vasilyeva, 2011; 

Lesaux et al., 2010; Francis et al., 2006). While a difference in scores based on language 

status may be expected as that ELs are in the process of learning academic content and 

language via their second language, an express goal of the newly adopted academic 

standards is to ensure all students, including ELs, engage in cognitively and linguistically 

complex academic practices (van Lier & Walqui, 2012) in order to be college and career 

ready. Similarly, the literacy standards specifically have been broadened to include a 

focus on language as well as listening and speaking proficiency expectations, in addition 

to the more established reading and writing expectations. Given that knowledge of 

language, vocabulary acquisition and use, conventions of English, oral comprehension 

and collaboration, and oral presentation of knowledge and ideas are essential components 

of these standards, there is clearly a need to enhance general education teachers’ 

language-related knowledge, and academic-language knowledge in particular. General 

education teachers, thereby, must be prepared to provide literacy instruction aligned to 

the full range of literacy standards to both EOs and ELs (Bunch, 2013). 



245 

 

Also of note is that there was no significant relationship between academic language 

proficiency as measure by the ALLA and the remaining independent variables: academic 

language exposure, formal preschool experience, gender, and age. The lack of 

significance of preschool status might be attributed to the timing of the measure used; 

that is, end of year scores—where students had a full year of kindergarten instruction—

served as the dependent variable. And, while gender and age are not statistically 

significant predictors at the .05 level, they are at the .10 level, suggesting that older 

students may perform better than younger kindergarteners and that females may perform 

better than males; these interpretations, however, are not significant in this model. 

Contrast these findings with Hindman et al. (2010), in which the demographic 

characteristics of age and gender did predict initial literacy skills as well as growth in 

those skills over the school year for preschoolers. Note there was a much larger age range 

in student participants in Hindman et al. (2010), with some students as young as 35 

months and others as old as 67 months. That age is not significant in the model may be 

related to the smaller range of student age in months in the study (range of 60–77 

months). And, that gender is not significant also contrasts with Hindman et al. (2010); 

note, however, gender is statistically significant in the model which operationalizes 

academic language proficiency as scores on the WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary test. This 

indicates that the measure of academic language proficiency used may impact results. 

That there was no significant relationship between academic language proficiency as 

measure by the ALLA and academic language exposure was a surprising finding and 

contrary to results from related research (e.g., Barnes & Dickinson, 2017; Bowers & 

Vasilyeva, 2011; Gámez & Lesaux, 2012). Note, though, that when the measure of 
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academic language proficiency was the WMLS-R, there was a significant and positive 

relationship with academic language exposure (refer to the paragraph that follows). This 

suggests that, while the ALLA and the WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary test were strongly 

correlated, the former measures academic language and literacy more holistically 

(listening and reading comprehension) and the latter focuses specifically on vocabulary. 

Still, a large-scale field test of ALLA should be considered before operational use, so that 

statistical properties of the test items could be investigated and inform additional test 

development. 

When the WMLR-S Picture Vocabulary scores were considered (again, without 

controlling for pretest scores), however, a greater percentage of the variance in scores, 

45.5% of the variance, was explained by the model. Language status (p < .01),  academic 

language exposure (p < .01), and gender (p < .05) were statistically significant in the 

model. On average, the WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary score, with a range of 0–64 points, 

for ELs was 5.6 points lower than for EO students. That is, EOs outperformed ELs on the 

WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary test, which is consistent with results across numerous 

studies comparing EO and EL performance on academic assessments (e.g., Bowers & 

Vasilyeva, 2011; Lesaux et al., 2010; Francis et al., 2006). The nearly 6-point gap on 

WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores between ELs and their EO peers suggests that ELs 

may require additional language and literacy support services than what is currently being 

provided in their schools. That there is an inverse relationship between language status 

and academic language proficiency, in which ELs significantly underperform on the 

academic assessments than their EO peers at the end of the academic year, is a finding 
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consistent with other empirical studies (Francis et al., 2006; Menken, 2010; Menken et 

al., 2014).  

The model also indicates a significant relationship between gender and academic 

language proficiency, such that, on average, for every unit change in score on the 

WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary test, female students scored 1.70 points higher. Such a 

result is consistent with other research that suggests child demographic features, such as 

gender, may contribute to early academic skills in young learners (e.g., Hindman et al., 

2010). The finding suggests the male students in the study may have needed additional 

support, or, potentially, differential support, in developing academic language skills 

during the kindergarten school year. 

Similarly, there was a positive relationship between academic language proficiency, 

when operationalized as the WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary score, and degree of exposure 

to academic language, though the magnitude was small—there was approximately a one 

tenth of a point increase on the WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary test as exposure to 

academic language increased by one percent. This suggests that formal literacy 

instruction featuring even small amounts of sophisticated words and syntactically 

complex language might benefit kindergarteners, both EL and EO. Some studies have 

found that less syntactically complex teacher talk may be beneficial for students who 

have smaller vocabularies, including EL students (Barnes & Dickinson, 2017; Bowers & 

Vasilyeva, 2011; Gámez, 2015). Because a composite score of academic language 

exposure that combined lexical and syntactic complexity was used, this study does not 

account for the individual contribution of lexical complexity and of syntactic complexity. 

However, because the composite score of academic language exposure does help to 
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explain student scores on the WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary test, the potential benefit of 

greater syntactic complexity in classroom talk should not be discounted. Very recent 

findings from Farrow et al. (2020), for example, suggest that syntactic complexity, 

operationalized as an average ratio of subordinate clauses to C-units, in pre-kindergarten 

and kindergarten classroom talk led to gains in student vocabulary development. Note the 

student participants included 20% dual language learners, 75% of whom spoke Spanish at 

home, though analyses did not account for language status. The researchers concluded 

that students’ vocabulary development was greater in classrooms in which more complex 

syntax was used. Further research on the specific contributions of lexical and of syntactic 

complexity to academic language proficiency of EOs and, separately, ELs should be 

pursued. 

The difference in results between the two models, one with ALLA scores as the 

dependent variable and the other with WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores, may be 

partially explained by the WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary test being a frequently used, 

standardized, and highly reliable and valid measure; the publisher also reports the 

WMLS–R meets technical requirements and is a strong measure of cognitive-academic 

language proficiency based on the pattern of correlations with other validated, 

standardized assessments. The WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary test, then, may be a more 

appropriate assessment to measure academic language proficiency than the researcher-

developed language and literacy assessment, which did not undergo field testing or 

comprehensive validation studies. Additionally, the ALLA test was quite short (14 items, 

with a total of 19 possible points), designed as such to minimize testing burden on 



249 

 

students. The ALLA may be improved by including additional test questions, as 

appropriate to the construct, and pursuing field testing and more robust validation. 

Before these findings can be reasonably considered, however, students’ existing 

academic language knowledge at the start of the school year should be accounted for. 

Results from a second set of multiple regressions, when controlling for students’ pretest 

scores, indicate that a greater percentage of the variance in scores, 67.7% (for ALLA 

scores) and 85.8% (for WMLR-S Picture Vocabulary scores) of the variance, was 

explained by the models. Results also indicate that students’ academic language 

proficiency at the beginning of the school year substantially relates to their end-of-year 

proficiency in both models. When end-of-year ALLA scores served as the proxy of 

academic language proficiency, gender was also significantly related to end-of-year 

ALLA scores; holding all other variables constant, female students scored about 1.22 

points higher than their male peers. When WMLR-S Picture Vocabulary scores served as 

the dependent variable, only pretest score had a significant relationship with end-of-year 

academic language proficiency, with gender and language status trending toward 

significance. One substantial limitation of these findings when controlling for pretest 

scores is that the pretest was administered in early December, such that student 

participants had already received three months of academic language exposure. 

Nevertheless, students were exposed to different degrees of lexically and syntactically 

complex language throughout the entire school year, not just during the first three months 

of schooling, yet academic language exposure was not related to their end-of-year 

academic language proficiency in the models controlling for pretest score. These findings 

are in contrast to cited research that suggests lexical complexity (e.g., Barnes & 
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Dickinson, 2017; Bowers & Vasilyeva, 2011; Weizman & Snow, 2001) and/or syntactic 

complexity (e.g., Barnes and Dickinson, 2017; Bowers & Vasilyeva, 2011; Gámez et al., 

2017; Huttenlocher et al., 2002) in caregiver input is significantly related to students’ 

language proficiency, though those relationships may be positive or negative based on 

language status. Why, then, would academic language exposure via classroom discourse, 

operationalized as lexical complexity (i.e., sophisticated words) and syntactic complexity 

(i.e., multi-clause utterances), not relate to academic language proficiency, as determined 

on the ALLA and the WMLR-S Picture Vocabulary tests? To answer this question, I 

considered the   research on the relationship of parent or teacher input to student language 

development further. Weizman and Snow (2001) reported a significant, positive, and 

strong relationship between scores on the PPVT-R in both kindergarten and in second 

grade and sophisticated vocabulary exposure as well as scaffolded vocabulary 

interactions. As such, even minimal exposure to sophisticated words paired with 

scaffolded interactions surrounding those sophisticated words may facilitate language 

development in young children. Similarly, Neugebauer et al. (2020), in a study focused 

on high-quality language interactions during instruction of sophisticated words, found 

that classrooms in which vocabulary instruction was more frequently scaffolded using a 

concept development approach (i.e., higher-order thinking skills were promoted through 

questioning, discussion, and connections to students’ background knowledge), there were 

greater gains in dual language learners’—though not EOs’—vocabulary scores. These 

studies suggest that it is not only language exposure but also the quality of scaffolded 

instruction provided in support of language development that may relate to language 

proficiency in terms of vocabulary growth. Consideration of those research findings in 
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light of the qualitative analyses of the current study suggests that the quality of language 

interactions in the participating kindergarten classrooms could potentially have 

contributed to the lack of significance of academic language exposure on students’ 

academic language proficiency. While type and quality of scaffolded instruction of 

academic language was not a focus of the current study, the qualitative analyses do 

illustrate that the instruction provided was predominantly teacher-fronted, often IRE 

exchanges, with limited examples of extended scaffolding applied in support of student 

language development. Since a growing body of research suggests that well-scaffolded 

language interactions may contribute to student outcomes, and, potentially, help to 

diminish the academic gap between EOs and ELs (e.g., Neugebauer et al., 2020), the 

quality of academic language interactions—and not just exposure to academic 

language—should be considered further. Additionally, the limited opportunities for 

students to engage in productive language use during instruction that was heavily teacher-

centered may have minimized any potential benefits from exposure to lexically and 

syntactically complex language.  

Consider, as well, Vygotskian SCT, a key tenet of which is that language mediates 

cognitive development (Johnson, 2004; Wertsch 1985, 1990). That is, productive 

language use serves to enable students to develop cognitively: “The act of producing 

spoken or written language is thinking in progress and is key to learners’ understanding 

of complex concepts” (Swain & Deters, 2007, p. 822).  Qualitative analyses in the current 

study revealed limited opportunities for students to engage in productive language use. 

The analyses of language functions in formal literacy events further revealed minimal 

alignment to the listening and speaking strand as well as writing strand of the state’s 
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literacy standards, which indicates students did not have many opportunities to, for 

example, “participate in conversations of multiple exchanges,” “follow rules for 

discussion,” or “conduct research with others” (refer to Table 4: Coding Scheme of 

Language Functions by Kindergarten ELA Standard) across the thirty-two observations. 

Future studies should seek to investigate whether the amount and quality of students’ 

language output is related to academic language proficiency. 

Proficiency with academic language is associated with academic achievement 

(Anstrom et al., 2010; Bailey et al., 2010; Bailey et al., 2014; Bunch et al., 2014; DiCerbo 

et al., 2014; Francis et al., 2006; Kibler et al., 2015; Schleppegrell, 2004; Valdés, 2004). 

Indeed, in a set of guidelines for research-based pedagogical recommendations, Francis 

and colleagues (2006) argue, “Mastery of academic language is arguably the single most 

important determinant of academic success for individual students. While other factors 

(e.g., motivation, persistence, quantitative skills) play important roles in the learning 

process, it is not possible to overstate the role that language plays in determining 

students’ success with academic content. Proficient use of—and control over—academic 

language is the key to content-area learning” (p. 6). The current study contributes to the 

literature in that mere exposure to greater amounts of academic language—

operationalized as sophisticated words and complex syntax—may not be sufficient to 

contribute to students’ academic language proficiency, as measured on both the 

researcher-developed language and literacy assessment as well as the standardized 

WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary test, when controlling for students’ academic language 

knowledge at the beginning of the school year.  

6.3 Limitations of the Study  
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The current study had several limitations that can be addressed in future research. 

First, a key limitation is the near absence of extended student discourse; the vast majority 

of classroom discourse analyzed was teacher talk due to the nature of the formal literacy 

events, which were almost exclusively teacher-controlled and restricted student output to 

very short responses. Because student talk was limited, the wide range of linguistic 

resources applied by students in understanding academic content could not be analyzed. 

Subsequent, related studies that investigate opportunities and outcomes of extended 

student talk as a feature of classroom discourse should be pursued.  

Second, the study focused on academic language in formal literacy contexts. While 

the focus on literacy events was intentional, as that the NJSLS-ELA emphasize the 

development of academic language proficiency within ELA and across other disciplines 

(van Lier & Walqui, 2012), data on classroom language representative of all kindergarten 

disciplines, including math, science, and social studies, would serve to provide a more 

comprehensive description of the language demands inherent in kindergarten classrooms 

across all content areas, not exclusively in the literacy domain.  

Third, the students in the study are a representative sample of EL and EO 

kindergarteners in suburban schools in the mid-Atlantic region. These kindergarteners 

represent a relatively small distribution of the many kinds of kindergarten students within 

the state and, indeed, within the country. Because these kindergarteners are representative 

of 5- to 6-year old young learners in a particular locale, caution must be exercised when 

generalizing findings outside of this population. 

Fourth, academic language exposure was operationalized as the percentage of 

lexically and syntactically complex language in each of the eight classrooms. Future 
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research should account for the percentage of complex language functions instantiated in 

classroom discourse as well. While developing a taxonomy of language functions, for 

example, from cognitively and linguistically demanding to minimally demanding, was 

outside the scope of this study, such a taxonomy might help categorize the cognitive and 

linguistic load inherent in the language functions, and serve as a means of 

operationalizing the complexity of discoursal features of the classroom for quantitative 

analyses. For example, is classroom discourse that features language functions related to 

more basic skills such as recognizing, identifying, sorting, and printing inherently less 

lexically and syntactically complex, as one might hypothesize? Conversely, when 

language functions related to higher-order skills of analyzing, applying, reading, and 

engaging are the foci of classroom discourse, is lexical and syntactic complexity greater? 

Bunch (2014) notes: “[O]ne way to understand what students do with language in 

academic settings is to articulate language functions used to engage in academic tasks” 

(p. 73). Therefore, an examination of complexity inherent in the language functions 

aligned to the standards is warranted. 

Fifth, the pretests for the ALLA and the WMLS-R subtests were administered in early 

December and post tests in early June. The length of time between the test 

administrations was relatively short and, thus, may not have been sufficient to observe an 

impact of exposure to academic language on academic language proficiency at the end of 

the school year. 

A final limitation is the small sample size in terms of number of classrooms observed. 

While the number of students (N = 69) was more than sufficient to meet sample size 

requirements for a multiple linear regression with five independent variables, that there 
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were only eight classrooms represented precluded the use of multilevel modeling to 

address clustering. In the current study, children were nested into eight classrooms, and 

children within the same classroom were likely to influence each other and, therefore, be 

more alike than children in another classroom (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014; UCLA 

Statistical Group, n.d.). Though I accounted for this potential non-independence by 

clustering by teacher (using the cluster option in STATA 14 with “teacher” as the cluster 

variable) following the methodology used in Bowers and Vasilyeva (2011), computing a 

multi-level model, in which data is organized at more than one level and does not require 

independence of errors, might have allowed for a more nuanced analysis and 

interpretation of the data. 

6.4 Implications of the Study 

Based on the findings of the current study, academic language in these kindergarten 

classrooms is not a separate category or register of language but, rather, is language 

reflective of the lexical, syntactic, and discoursal features of a continuum of academic 

uses of language: high-frequency to sophisticated words, syntactically simple to complex 

language structures, and a wide range of literacy-related language functions (Bunch, 

2014; Snow & Uccelli, 2009; Valdes, 2004). At the same time, classrooms that featured 

somewhat greater amounts of sophisticated words and syntactically complex utterances 

did not afford students in the current study the opportunity to be more successful in terms 

of academic language proficiency, when controlling for students’ prior academic 

language knowledge. That is, there is no statistically significant relationship between 

exposure to more lexically and syntactically complex language and students’ academic 

language proficiency, as measured by the academic language assessments, for the 
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participating students. Mere exposure to sophisticated words and syntactically complex 

utterances for these kindergarten EOs and ELs was not sufficient to promote their 

academic language proficiency—though the length of the study might have accounted for 

the lack of significance. Qualitative analyses revealed (1) few instances in which teachers 

fully scaffolded instruction as appropriate for kindergarten ELs and EOs based on their 

individual needs (i.e., within their ZPD) and (2) limited opportunities for the 

kindergarteners themselves to engage in language use in formal literacy context. Such 

classroom conditions may have disallowed any relationship between academic language 

exposure and academic language proficiency. Teachers, then, may need to carefully plan 

for high-quality language interactions with students and lesson design that promotes 

productive and extended language use by students. Teachers can also strive to explicitly 

attend to the wide range of essential language functions embedded in the literacy 

standards and develop lessons that take advantage of the rich opportunities for language 

input and output afforded by those language functions. Because newly adopted literacy 

standards now contain higher expectations for all students as well as strands related to 

language development and listening and speaking skills (in addition to the more 

traditional reading and writing skills that have consistently been the focus of literacy 

standards), professional development opportunities that enhance teachers’ understanding 

and implementation of these standards and how alignment to these standards can be 

achieved during literacy instruction should be considered and pursued. Shared reading 

activities, especially, allowed students to engage in a variety of language functions 

related to the literacy standards, exposed students to a range of lexically and syntactically 

sophisticated language, and, with careful instructional planning and consideration, could 



257 

 

allow for more opportunities for students to interact with educators and peers in 

expressing their ideas and knowledge with more depth and sophistication, thereby further 

expanding their academic and language skills. Shared reading activities, especially of 

lexically and syntactically rich literary and informational texts—as called for in CCR 

standards—may also lend themselves to opportunities for teachers and students to engage 

in high-quality, academically situated, extended discourse. Students, then, would be 

afforded a chance for languaging (Swain & Deters, 2007), in which they produce and 

practice language as an integral part of the process of understanding and internalizing 

complex, academic concepts.  

Convenience sampling and the small sample size preclude results from being 

generalized to the wider EL and EO kindergarten population. Still, the current study does 

provide a rich description of the language usage inherent in these kindergarten 

classrooms and helps to provide support for an expanded definition of academic 

language, one that takes into consideration all of the linguistic resources used during in 

service of developing academic knowledge and academic language (Bunch, 2014). 
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CHAPTER 7  CONCLUSION 

In this study, I investigated the uses of language in formal literacy events at the 

lexical, syntactic, and discoursal levels in kindergarten classroom comprised of both EOs 

and ELs. I also examined the relationship between academic language proficiency, as 

measured by two separate academic language assessments (one researcher-developed; the 

other a standardized and validated assessment) and the following independent variables: 

academic language exposure, language status, formal preschool experience, gender, and 

age. I then examined the relationship between academic language proficiency and the 

previously noted explanatory variables when controlling for students’ prior academic 

language knowledge, operationalized as pretest scores. 

Consistent with related research (Barnes & Dickinson, 2017; Bowers & Vasilyeva, 

2011; Gámez & Lesaux, 2012), the percentage of sophisticated words and syntactically 

complex language varied within and across classrooms, and indicates students were 

exposed to a varying range of lexically and syntactically complex language during the 

observations. Similarly, there was variability in the language functions featured in 

classroom discourse related to formal literacy events across the eight classrooms 

observed, with the largest percentage of language functions for reading, on average, 

followed by foundational literacy. Interestingly, though lessons featuring shared book 

reading afforded opportunities for lexically and syntactically rich language use, some 

foundational literacy skills lessons did as well. This suggests that teachers may be able to 

capitalize on a range of literacy standards, not just those specific to reading, to present 

and discuss sophisticated words and complex syntax. 
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Qualitative analyses suggest that shared reading events of literary and informational 

texts provided opportunities for exposure to sophisticated words and syntactically 

complex language. Additionally, while much of the instructional talk surrounding the use 

of the sophisticated words featured high-frequency vocabulary and syntactically simple 

language, such instructional talk may have been applied to provide additional 

instructional support; this support, however, was often delivered in teacher-led instruction 

that disallowed opportunities for students’ productive language use on the topic. At times, 

teachers differentiated their input with ELs to be more or less syntactically complex, 

though this observation was not consistent within and across classrooms. Qualitative 

analyses also suggest that teachers often focused on language functions related to the 

reading and foundational literacy skills strands of the literacy standards; language 

functions related to the writing as well as the language and listening and speaking strands 

of the literacy standards were less prevalent in these classrooms during the lessons 

observed. Additionally, classroom discourse was predominately comprised of teacher 

talk, with teacher-directed questions and prompts generally constraining student 

responses to lexically and syntactically simple answers, consistent with findings in 

Hindman et al. (2019) and Jacoby and Lesaux (2014). Opportunities for students to 

produce and practice language in formal literacy contexts may further enhance their 

academic language development, and future research on this topic is needed. 

Results from the first multiple regression, with ALLA scores as the measure of 

academic language proficiency, indicated a statistically significant, negative relationship 

between language status and academic language proficiency. That is, ELs performed less 

well on the assessment than their EO peers, as also found in numerous studies, including 
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Bowers and Vasilyeva (2011) and Lesaux et al. (2010). Results from the second multiple 

regression, with the WMLS-R Picture Vocabulary scores as the measure of academic 

language proficiency, also indicated that EOs outperformed ELs on the assessment; 

however, academic language exposure and gender were also statistically significant 

variables, and were related to students’ academic language proficiency. While the 

contribution of academic language exposure to academic language proficiency was 

relatively small—there was approximately a one tenth of a point increase on the WMLS-

R Picture Vocabulary test as exposure to academic language increased by one percent—

the results suggest that formal literacy instruction featuring even small amounts of 

sophisticated words and syntactically complex language might benefit kindergarteners, 

both EL and EO. That finding, however, should be considered in light of students’ 

academic knowledge at the beginning of the school year (operationalized as their pretest 

scores). Results from multiple regressions with the five explanatory variables noted 

previously and controlling for pretest scores indicated no significant relationship between 

academic language proficiency, as measured by the ALLA and the WMLS-R Picture 

Vocabulary test, and academic language exposure. Related research, however, has found 

a significant relationship between academic language exposure and academic language 

proficiency, though with varying results in terms of the benefits of lexically complex 

and/or syntactically complex language on student language and literacy achievement. 

Lexical complexity generally—but not consistently—related to academic development 

and with syntactically complexity as either promotive or disadvantageous. For example, 

Barnes and Dickinson (2017) found a negative and significant relationship between 

student scores and syntactic complexity of teacher talk, comparable to findings related 
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specifically to ELs by Bowers and Vasilyeva (2011). However, Farrow et al. (2020) 

found a significant, positive relationship between syntactic complexity of teacher talk and 

kindergarteners’ vocabulary development. Similarly, Gámez et al. (2017) found that 

teachers’ syntactically complex language positively predicted dual language learners’ 

expressive vocabulary at the end of the school year. In contrast to these studies, the 

current study found no relationship between academic language exposure, 

operationalized as a composite score that combined lexical and syntactic complexity of 

classroom discourse, when controlling for pretest scores. Qualitative analyses in the 

current study illustrate classroom contexts in which minimal opportunities for students’ 

productive language usage were afforded and limited examples of well-scaffolded 

instruction of lexically and syntactically complex language were provided; as such, 

exposure to academic language was insufficient to promote academic language 

development during the six-month duration of the study (from pretest to posttest).  

The study, therefore, does not support a broad conclusion that more academic 

language exposure in classroom discourse is needed in order to develop academic 

language proficiency. Instead, exposure to academic language, likely paired with (1) 

opportunities for students to produce and practice that language in extended discourse 

with teachers and their peers and (2) appropriately scaffolded instruction targeted within 

EOs’ and ELs’ ZPD  may be prerequisite to academic language development. Still, 

academic language in these kindergarten classrooms inclusive of EOs and ELs featured a 

wide range of vocabulary and syntax; exemplars from the observations illustrate how 

high-frequency words and simpler syntax were used to support student understanding of 

more complex, academic words and concepts and, at times, to provide an instructional 



262 

 

support for ELs specifically. Young learners, both EL and EO, then, might require 

exposure to academic language under specific conditions and following their specific 

instructional and linguistic needs in the moment and over time in order to develop 

academic language proficiency and achieve eventual college and career readiness. 
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APPENDIX A: CODING SCHEME FOR SYNTACTIC COMPLEXITY 

 
Utterance Type Description Examples 
zero clause utterance without a verb; 

containing a noun, noun 
phrase, preposition, 
prepositional phrase, or 
interjection 

Seven. 
Good work. 
Tappers up. 

simple utterance containing a 
single verb phrase 
(inclusive of modal verbs, 
e.g., must, will, and serial 
verb constructions, e.g., go 
get); subject, object, and/or 
copula may be omitted 

Oh, give this girl a 
thunderclap. 
Go get your boxes. 
Yellow, pink, yellow, 
ready? 

complex utterance containing 
coordinating or 
subordinating conjunctions 

Now, I'm going to take 
away the N, my ending 
sound, and I'm replacing it 
with a diagraph. 
It's fiction because we 
know that this doesn't 
happen in real life. 

Adapted from Vasilyeva et al. (2008).  
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APPENDIX B: STUDENT BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

Student last name, first name  
ID (researcher generated for 
anonymity) 

 

Gender � Female     � Male 
Birthday MM/DD/YYYY 
Student home language  
Student EL status � not an EL   � current EL 
What language services does the 
student receive? 

� bilingual language services 
� pull-out EL services 
� push-in EL services 
� no EL services/mainstream classroom only 

How well would you say the 
student understands English for 
academic purposes? 

� Very well 
� Well enough 
� Not very well 
� Not at all 

How well would you say the 
student speaks English for 
academic purposes? 

� Very well 
� Well enough 
� Not very well 
� Not at all 

How well would you say the 
student reads (including 
foundational literacy skills) in 
English in classroom contexts? 

� Very well 
� Well enough 
� Not very well 
� Not at all 

How well would you say the 
student writes (inclusive of 
emergent writing skills) in 
English in classroom contexts? 

� Very well 
� Well enough 
� Not very well 
� Not at all 

Mobility status � New immigrant (less than 1 academic year) 
� Migrant (interrupted schooling due to parent 
profession) 
� Not applicable 

Student's official English-
language proficiency score 
(WIDA Access) 

________ Listening 
________ Speaking 
________ Reading 
________ Writing 

What preschool education has 
the student had? 

� Full-time formal preschool education in English 
� Full-time formal preschool education in student's 
home language 
� Part-time formal preschool education in English 
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� Part-time formal preschool education in student's 
home language 
� No formal preschool education 

Does the student have an IEP? � Yes       � No 
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APPENDIX C: TEACHER AND PARA-PROFESSIONAL QUESTIONNAIRE 

 
Years of full-time 
kindergarten teaching 
experience 

0–1 2–5 6–10 10+ 

Languages you speak English Other (list)  
Languages you use in class English Other (list) 

 
 Very Somewhat Just a bit Not at all 
How well do you speak and 
understand English? 

    

How well do you speak and 
understand your other 
language(s)? 

    

How familiar are you with 
kindergarten CCSS? 

    

How confident are you in the 
CCSS? 

    

How closely do the CCSS 
reflect the skills and content 
presented in your class? 

    

How familiar are you with 
ELD Standards? 

    

How confident are you in the 
ELD Standards? 

    

How closely do the ELD 
Standards reflect the skills 
and content presented in your 
class? 

    

How knowledgeable are you 
about ESL pedagogy? 

    

How knowledgeable are you 
about bilingual pedagogy? 

    

How knowledgeable are you 
about academic language? 

    

How confident do you feel 
about your application of 
academic language in your 
classroom? 

    

 
 Frequently Somewhat Rarely Never 
How often do you align 
your instruction with 
CCSS? 
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How often do you align 
your instruction with ELD 
Standards? 

    

How often do you 
participate in professional 
development annually? 

    

How often do you read or 
review educational 
research?  

    

 
Please explain your understanding of academic language in the kindergarten classroom. Use 

additional paper if needed.  

_____________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________ 

 

Please provide examples of how you teach or incorporate academic language in your classroom. 

Use additional paper if needed. 

_____________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________ 

Additional comments: 
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_____________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________ 

Thank you for completing this questionnaire! Please return it to Lorraine Sova, Co-Investigator. 
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APPENDIX D: ACADEMIC LANGUAGE AND LITERACY ASSESSMENT 

(ALLA) 

In the table, column B (“Test question”) lists the questions to be administered. Column C 
provides the score points awarded. Columns D (NJSLS-ELA) provides the Core 
Curriculum State Standards for English Language Arts and Literacy to which the 
questions align; column E provides the WIDA ELD standards to which the questions 
align, and column F lists the academic language focus of the question. 

 
Picture 
book 
page 

number 

Test 
question 

Score NJSLS-ELA ELD 
Standard 
(WIDA) 

Academic 
Language (for 
Kindergarten) 

6 What does 
the text say 
about 
mammals? 
A. Mammals 
live only in 
the ocean. 
B. Mammals 
give their 
babies milk.* 
C. Mammals 
are cold-
blooded. 

0,1 RI.K1: With 
prompting 
and support, 
ask and 
answer 
questions 
about key 
details in a 
text. 
SL.K2: 
Confirm 
understanding 
of a text read 
aloud or 
information 
presented 
orally or 
through other 
media by 
asking and 
answering 
questions 
about key 
details and 
requesting 
clarification if 
something is 
not 
understood. 

ELDS2: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Language 
Arts 
ELDS4: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Science 

discipline-
specific 
content 
(science) 

8 What do sea 
otters eat? 
A. sea 
animals* 

0,1 RI.K1: With 
prompting 
and support, 
ask and 

ELDS2: 
English 
language 
learners 

discipline-
specific 
content 
(science) 
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B. seaweed 
C. sand 

answer 
questions 
about key 
details in a 
text. 
SL.K2: 
Confirm 
understanding 
of a text read 
aloud or 
information 
presented 
orally or 
through other 
media by 
asking and 
answering 
questions 
about key 
details and 
requesting 
clarification if 
something is 
not 
understood. 

communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Language 
Arts 
ELDS4: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Science 

10 - 11 Listen again 
to a sentence 
from the 
text. “A long 
body helps 
the otter 
glide through 
the water.” 
What does 
the word 
“glide” 
mean? 
A. to move 
smoothly or 
easily* 
B. to float in 
one place 
C. to fall 
down 
quickly 

0,1 L.K4: 
Determine or 
clarify the 
meaning of 
unknown and 
multiple-
meaning 
words and 
phrases based 
on 
kindergarten 
reading and 
content. 

ELDS2: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Language 
Arts 

general 
academic 
vocabulary  

10 - 11 Tell me one 
part of the 
body that 
helps the sea 
otter hunt for 
food. 

Score 2 
• Meets the 
communicative 
demands of the 
task. Meaning is 
clear; response is 

SL.K1: 
Participate in 
collaborative 
conversations 
with diverse 
partners about 

ELDS2: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 

discipline-
specific 
content 
(science) 
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((student oral 
response)) 
How does 
that body 
part help the 
sea otter to 
hunt for 
food? 
((student oral 
response)) 

appropriate. 
Response is 
grammatically 
accurate clause 
(minor and ae-
appropriate errors 
that do not 
interfere with 
comprehensibility 
are acceptable). 
Response is 
fluid/intelligible. 
Score 1 
• Attempts to 
complete the 
task. Meaning is 
not fully clear; 
response may not 
fully answer the 
prompt. Response 
may be a 
phrase/few 
words. 
Grammatical 
errors/limited 
vocabulary 
interfere with 
meaning. 
Requires 
substantial effort 
to understand. 
Score 0 
• No response, 
not in English, 
not relevant to 
the prompt, 
and/or 
unintelligible 

kindergarten 
topics and 
texts with 
peers and 
adults in 
small and 
larger groups. 
L.K1: 
Demonstrate 
command of 
the 
conventions 
of standard 
English 
grammar and 
usage when 
writing or 
speaking. 
L.K6: Use 
words and 
phrases 
acquired 
through 
conversations, 
reading and 
being read to, 
and 
responding to 
texts. 

ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Language 
Arts 
ELDS4: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Science 

15 What do sea 
otters do 
with rocks? 
A. They use 
rocks to 
catch their 
food. 
B. They use 
rocks as 
plates for 
food. 
C. They use 
rocks to 

0,1 RI.K1: With 
prompting 
and support, 
ask and 
answer 
questions 
about key 
details in a 
text. 
SL.K2: 
Confirm 
understanding 
of a text read 

ELDS2: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 

discipline-
specific 
content 
(science) 



285 

 

break their 
food.* 

aloud or 
information 
presented 
orally or 
through other 
media by 
asking and 
answering 
questions 
about key 
details and 
requesting 
clarification if 
something is 
not 
understood. 

Language 
Arts 
ELDS4: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Science 

16 Listen again 
to part of the 
text. “Do 
you like to 
stay clean? 
Sea otters 
do. They 
groom 
themselves 
for hours 
every day. 
They scrub 
their faces 
and bodies 
with their 
paws.” What 
does the 
word 
“groom” 
mean? 
A. to clean 
B. to 
exercise 
C. to stay 
safe 

0,1 L.K4: 
Determine or 
clarify the 
meaning of 
unknown and 
multiple-
meaning 
words and 
phrases based 
on 
kindergarten 
reading and 
content. 

ELDS2: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Language 
Arts 

general 
academic 
vocabulary 

17 Listen again 
to part of the 
text. “They 
also 
somersault, 
twist, and 
turn. This 
washes food 
scraps off 
their bodies.” 

0,1 L.K4: 
Determine or 
clarify the 
meaning of 
unknown and 
multiple-
meaning 
words and 
phrases based 
on 

ELDS2: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 

general 
academic 
vocabulary 
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What does 
the word 
“somersault” 
mean? 
A. to wash 
B. to twist*  
C. to eat 

kindergarten 
reading and 
content. 

success in 
the content 
area of 
Language 
Arts 

18 Read these 
words from 
the story. 
((point to 
“but,” “up”, 
“the,” “is”)) 

0,1,2 RF.K3c: Read 
common 
high-
frequency 
words by 
sight 
(e.g., the, of, 
to, you, she, 
my, is, are, 
do, does). 

ELDS2: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Language 
Arts 

word 
recognition 

23 ((Point to the 
word 
“pups.”))  
Tell me all 
of the letters 
in this word. 
Tell me the 
sounds of all 
of the letters 
in this word. 
Read the 
word to me. 

2 – Student 
provides correct 
letter name and 
sounds for all 
four letters. 
1 - Student 
provides correct 
letter name and 
sounds for one to 
three letters.  
0 – Students does 
not provide any 
correct letter 
names or sounds. 

RF.K1d: 
Recognize 
and name all 
upper- and 
lowercase 
letters of the 
alphabet. 
RF.K2d: 
Isolate and 
pronounce the 
initial, medial 
vowel, and 
final sounds 
(phonemes) in 
three-
phoneme 
(consonant-
vowel-
consonant, or 
CVC) words. 
RF.K3: Know 
and apply 
grade-level 
phonics and 
word analysis 
skills in 
decoding 
words. 

ELDS2: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Language 
Arts 
ELDS4: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Science 

foundational 
literacy 
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24 What does a 
sea otter 
mother do 
for her pup? 
A. She 
teaches her 
pup to hide. 
B. She finds 
food for her 
pup.* 
C. She 
carries her 
pup all day. 

0,1 RI.K1: With 
prompting 
and support, 
ask and 
answer 
questions 
about key 
details in a 
text. 
SL.K2: 
Confirm 
understanding 
of a text read 
aloud or 
information 
presented 
orally or 
through other 
media by 
asking and 
answering 
questions 
about key 
details and 
requesting 
clarification if 
something is 
not 
understood. 

ELDS2: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Language 
Arts 
ELDS4: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Science 

discipline-
specific 
content 
(science) 

25 Why does a 
sea otter 
mother wrap 
her pup in 
kelp? 
A. to keep 
the pup 
warm 
B. to give the 
pup some 
toys 
C. to keep 
the pup from 
floating 
away* 

0,1 RI.K1: With 
prompting 
and support, 
ask and 
answer 
questions 
about key 
details in a 
text. 
SL.K2: 
Confirm 
understanding 
of a text read 
aloud or 
information 
presented 
orally or 
through other 
media by 
asking and 
answering 
questions 

ELDS2: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Language 
Arts 
ELDS4: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 

discipline-
specific 
content 
(science) 
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about key 
details and 
requesting 
clarification if 
something is 
not 
understood. 

concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Science 

26 What is a 
group of sea 
otters called? 
A. a room 
B. a rest 
C. a raft* 

0,1 L.K4: 
Determine or 
clarify the 
meaning of 
unknown and 
multiple-
meaning 
words and 
phrases based 
on 
kindergarten 
reading and 
content. 

ELDS2: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Language 
Arts 
ELDS4: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Science 

discipline-
specific 
content 
(science) 

26 What is true 
about sea 
otters? 
A. They like 
to stay 
together.* 
B. They like 
to be alone. 
C. They like 
to stay 
underwater 
all day. 

0,1 RI.K1: With 
prompting 
and support, 
ask and 
answer 
questions 
about key 
details in a 
text. 
SL.K2: 
Confirm 
understanding 
of a text read 
aloud or 
information 

ELDS2: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Language 
Arts 

discipline-
specific 
content 
(science) 
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presented 
orally or 
through other 
media by 
asking and 
answering 
questions 
about key 
details and 
requesting 
clarification if 
something is 
not 
understood. 

ELDS4: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Science 

NA These 
pictures tell a 
story about 
sea otters. 
Look at the 
pictures. Use 
all of the 
pictures to 
tell me the 
story. 
((picture 1: 
sea otter 
mom wraps 
baby in 
kelp)) 
((picture 2: 
mom under 
the water, 
captures a 
crab in her 
paws)) 
((picture 3: 
mom cracks 
the crab on a 
rock)) 
((picture 4: 
mom and 
pup eat the 
crab 
together)) 

Score 3 
• Describes the 
pictures 
coherently and in 
full, including 
age-appropriate 
cohesive devices 
and all key events 
in the pictures. 
Response is 
grammatically 
accurate clause 
(minor and age-
appropriate errors 
that do not 
interfere with 
comprehensibility 
are acceptable). 
Response is 
fluid/intelligible. 
Score 2 
• Describes the 
pictures with 
some limitations, 
i.e., limited use of 
age-appropriate 
cohesive devices 
and with one key 
event missing 
from the 
response. 
Grammatical 
errors/limited 
vocabulary 
interfere with 
meaning at times. 
Requires 

SL.K4: 
Describe 
familiar 
people, 
places, things, 
and events 
and, with 
prompting 
and support, 
provide 
additional 
detail. 
SL.K5: Speak 
audibly and 
express 
thoughts, 
feelings, and 
ideas clearly. 
RI.K2: With 
prompting 
and support, 
identify the 
main topic 
and retell key 
details of a 
text. 
L.K1: 
Demonstrate 
command of 
the 
conventions 
of standard 
English 
grammar and 
usage when 
writing or 
speaking. 

ELDS2: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Language 
Arts 
ELDS4: 
English 
language 
learners 
communicate 
information, 
ideas and 
concepts 
necessary for 
academic 
success in 
the content 
area of 
Science 

discipline-
specific 
content 
(science), 
general 
academic 
vocabulary 
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moderate effort to 
understand. 
Score 1 
• Describes the 
pictures with 
substantial 
limitations; i.e., 
without use of 
any cohesive 
devices and with 
more than one 
key event missing 
from the 
response. 
Response may be 
a phrase/few 
words. 
Grammatical 
errors/limited 
vocabulary 
interfere with 
meaning. 
Requires 
substantial effort 
to understand. 
Score 0 
• No response, 
not in English, 
not relevant to 
the prompt, 
and/or 
unintelligible 

L.K6: Use 
words and 
phrases 
acquired 
through 
conversations, 
reading and 
being read to, 
and 
responding to 
texts. 
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