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Abstract
Investigating the Role of an Asynchronous Learning Module on Understanding Academic
Language Use for Content Area and ENL Teachers in the K-12 Context of Schooling

Marcus Artigliere

Academic language is a central predictor of K-12 academic success, yet many teachers
receive limited preparation in how to identify, characterize, or teach the linguistic demands
embedded in disciplinary texts (DiCerbo et al., 2014). This gap disproportionately affects
English learners, who must simultaneously acquire disciplinary content knowledge and the
specialized language needed to express and understand that content. To address this persistent
problem, the present study examined whether a fully asynchronous professional development
module could enhance teachers’ understanding of academic language within the K-12 context.

The study engaged 50 New York City teachers—25 TESOL teachers and 25 content area
teachers—in a six-section asynchronous learning module grounded in Purpura’s (2024) Learning
Oriented Assessment (LOA) framework. The module introduced language use domains, the
construct of academic language, and the linguistic features of science and social studies texts.
Across the module, 42 embedded assessments elicited proficiency, instructional, affective, and
socio-cognitive dimensions of teacher learning. Response data were extracted from PlayPosit and
analyzed using Creswell and Poth’s (2018) analytic coding schema, complemented by
descriptive statistics and paired sample t-tests for pre-post Likert items.

Findings indicated that both TESOL and content teachers improved in their ability to
define academic language, identify its linguistic features, and articulate challenges that English

learners encounter when engaging with disciplinary texts. Across groups, teachers reported



increased confidence, improved preparedness to teach academic language, and a stronger
understanding of the relationship between academic language and content learning.

The study demonstrated that asynchronous professional development module with
feedback can serve as an effective, scalable model for building teacher expertise in academic
language. Methodologically, it illustrated the value of embedding LOA principles within online
teacher learning. Pedagogically, it highlighted the need for explicit academic language training

across all disciplinary contexts to support equitable instruction for English learners.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

Academic language is widely accepted as a critical element for the success of all students
within the K-12 context in the United States (DiCerbo et al., 2014). However, competency in
academic language poses a particular hurdle for English Language Learners (ELLs)! who are
learning English as a New Language (ENL). For these ELLs, academic language is a major
challenge since they not only have to learn the language, but also disciplinary content and
develop academic language proficiency (Fenner, 2024; Francis et al. 2006; Schleppegrell, 2004;
Snow & Uccelli, 2009).

ELLs are a rapidly growing and diverse population in schools in the United States.
Recent estimates from census data suggest that this population is, in fact, the fastest growing
student group, accounting for over 10% of the total public school population (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2021). ELLs are a culturally and linguistically diverse group, representing
over 400 different languages (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). This diversity is reflected in
the many subgroups of the population, which are composed of lesser-known subordinate groups
including Long-term English Language Learners (LTELLs).? The LTELL designation refers to
students who, after attending schools for 6 or more years in the United States, still require ENL
support services (Olsen, 2010). This 6-year cut-off mark is drawn from early second language

acquisition research, which suggests that a second language requires 6 years to learn (Collier,

! Recent scholarship refers to English Language Learners in a variety of terms including Multilingual Learners,
Linguistic or Language Minority Students, or Emergent Bilingual Students (Menken & Kleyn, 2010). For the
present review, the researcher chose to use the term English Language Learners (ELLs) as it is the widely adopted
term in the field of K-12 TESOL.

2 Subgroup designation varies across states. For example, according to the New York City Department of Education
(2016), there are five officially designated ELL subgroups in New York State: Newcomer, Developing, Long-Term,
Students with Interrupted Formal Education, and ELLs with Disabilities.

1



1987; Cummins, 1984). This early research did not, however, consider a learner’s aptitude, level
of proficiency in native language, desired level of proficiency in the target language, or number
of hours of instruction in the target language. These are all critical factors that affect time to
attainment (U.S. Department of State, 2023). Stalled academic language proficiency poses
significant and potentially negative academic consequences for subgroups and especially for
LTELLSs as they are at greater risk of protracted ELL status and diminished academic progress
due to insufficient gains on mandated state benchmark assessments (Artigliere, 2019; Kieffer &
Parker, 2016; Kim, 2011; Kim & Herman, 2012). This protracted language designation status has
a compounding effect, inhibiting academic language proficiency and leading to obstacles and
negative educational trajectories in schooling, including high dropout rates in the secondary
contexts (Callahan, 2005; Stavely, 2024; Valdéz, 2000). In summary, academic language
proficiency is a critical factor for students’ success in school, and it is especially important for
marginalized students such as ELLs and LTELLSs.

These challenges are particularly salient in New York City Public Schools (NYCPS), the
largest public school district in the United States and the setting in which the present study was
conducted. As of 2024-2025, NYCPS enrolled over 900,000 students across approximately
1,600 schools. Of these, roughly 152,000 (approximately 19%) were identified as English
Language Learners, representing more ELL students than the total enrollment of most school
districts in the country (NYCPS, 2025). Approximately 44% of all NYCPS students speak a
primary home language other than English, and ELLs in the system communicate in over 156
different languages, with Spanish, Chinese, Arabic, Bengali, and Russian among the most
prevalent (NYC DOE, 2025). New York State is a member of the WIDA Consortium, meaning

that ELLs are assessed annually using the NYSESLAT, which is aligned to the WIDA English



Language Development Standards. This linguistic diversity, combined with the scale and
complexity of the system, creates distinctive demands for teachers. These demands underscore
the need for high-quality professional development on academic language for both ENL and
content area teachers.

Despite the widely accepted importance of academic language as a critical factor to
content area success, the nationwide increase in ELL enrollment, and the diversity of learners
in ELL subgroups, an insufficient amount of time and attention has been given to training
content area teachers systematically on the importance of academic language proficiency
(Fillmore & Snow, 2000; Nutta, et al., 2020). In fact, much of the professional development on
academic language has been focused on training ENL teachers rather than content area teachers.
In addition, these trainings are often short term, lack depth, and are one-time workshops which
do not provide feedback to participants (Cleaver et al., 2020; Gottlieb et al., 2007).

While several instructional models have been developed to support the integration of
language and content in K-12 settings—including the Cognitive Academic Language Learning
Approach (CALLA; Chamot & O'Malley, 1994), the Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol
(SIOP; Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2017), the Language-Based Approach to Content Instruction
(LACI; de Oliveira, 2016), and the WIDA English Language Development Standards
Framework (WIDA, 2020)—these models primarily address lesson design, instructional
strategies, or standards alignment rather than teachers' conceptual understanding of the construct
of academic language itself. This distinction is important as both ENL teachers and content area
teachers play important roles supporting academic language proficiency for ELLs. However,
despite the importance of engaging in high-quality professional development for a// teachers

(Darling-Hammond et al., 2017), research has unfortunately shown that teacher professional



development activities are often disconnected from classroom practices and instructional needs
(Cohen & Hill, 2000; Desimone et al., 2021), and are viewed by teachers as overly burdensome
and a waste of time (Archibald et al., 2011; Peter D. Hart Research Associates & Harris
Interactive, 2004).

Most teachers in the United States receive professional development from in-person
training organized by their respective districts or school administration. In most states, including
New York (the state where the present study was conducted), all certified teachers are required to
obtain 100 hours of professional development every 5 years (National Education Association of
New York, 2023) to maintain license status. Teachers, school administrators, and district leaders,
therefore, have a built-in incentive to provide professional development so that schools remain in
compliance with state regulations and teachers to develop their practice to improve student
academic outcomes.

Purpose of the Study

Given this mandate, the present study was designed to offer instruction to teachers who,
upon completion, are eligible to gain the professional development or Continuing Teacher and
Leader Education (CTLE) hours necessary to uphold license and professional status
requirements. To address issues of consistency in quality, accessibility, feedback, and connection
to practice, the present study was designed to offer an asynchronous professional development
experience addressing the persistent challenge of assisting both content area and ENL teachers in
their mission to help ELLs improve their academic language proficiency. In this asynchronous
professional development module, teachers learned how to identify, characterize, and
conceptualize academic language in the K-12 content areas. This study aimed to engage teachers

in this learning opportunity so that they would be better prepared to handle the responsibility of



designing high-quality instruction in integrated content and academic language, thereby
providing support for one of the most vulnerable school-age populations, ELLs. In order for
ELLs to improve their academic language ability, teachers must learn about, and embrace, the
concept of academic language proficiency as a distinct enabling resource in the context of K-12
education. This type of specialized teacher knowledge aligns with what Shulman (1986) termed
Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK)-the ability to transform disciplinary knowledge into
forms accessible to learners-and what Andrews (2007) described as Teacher Language
Awareness (TLA), the explicit knowledge of language systems that enables teachers to teach
effectively. That is, teachers must understand the critical role of academic language in defining
and expressing content area knowledge. To do this, they must also be able to identify academic
language and understand its use in the K-12 context.

To address the above challenges, this online asynchronous format was chosen as it is
practical and time-efficient and meets the needs of busy, working teachers. This module
provided participants with a formal introduction to the construct of academic language in the
context of K-12 content areas. It was intended to help teachers consolidate their understanding of
the content by embedding different types of assessments in the module during instruction. While
some of these assessments helped teachers confirm their understanding of the content, others
helped them apply the material and track their affective reaction to the learning experience
through embedded corrective feedback. In sum, the training program took a learning-oriented
assessment (LOA) (Purpura, 2024) approach to pedagogy. Therefore, the goal of the present
study was to understand the effects of this approach on participating teachers’ development in
the content areas and TESOL.

Research Questions



The following research questions were addressed in the present study:
RQ1: To what extent does participating in an asynchronous professional development
module enhance TESOL teachers’ understanding of academic language?
RQ2: To what extent does participating in an asynchronous professional development
module enhance content area teachers’ understanding of academic language?
RQ3: What are the differences and implications for pedagogical practice for these
groups?
Definition of Key Terms
In this section, the definitions of select key terms as they were used in the present study
are provided. The terms are organized into two categories: (a) language and context, and
(b) approaches to assessment.
Language and Context Terms
Asynchronous Learning: This term refers to the method of delivery for the professional
development module featured in this study. Asynchronous learning offers key unique advantages
over other methods of delivery as it is self-paced, occurs online, and features multimedia,
embedded assessments with corrective feedback for participants (Vidhiasi et al., 2021). These
characteristics increase autonomy over the professional development learning experience for the
participant. These affordances were especially important for the present study’s participants as
all were working professionals, balancing multiple commitments.
K-12 Context of Schooling: The term “K-12 context of schooling” was widely used in the
present study. All study participants were teachers of record in the K-12 context of schools in

New York City, the largest public school district in the United States. K-12 refers to the range of



grades from kindergarten through 12th grade. The present study’s participants all worked with
ELLs and taught across multiple content areas and grade levels.

Academic Language Proficiency: In the present study, “academic language proficiency”
was conceptualized as the language components of content area discipline that students need to
learn and use to engage in meaningful ways. It also included the oral and written language used
for academic purposes and the means through which students develop and express content
understandings (SCALE, 2021). Academic language is seen as a discourse practice in the target
language use (TLU) domain of K-12 schooling in the United States. To be successful in
schooling, students must possess a sufficient command of academic language so that they can
pass content area tests and use academic language to express and understand content area ideas.
Mastering academic language also provides students with agency in communication.

Language Use Domains: In the present study, the term “language use domain” was used
to refer to the specialized language use tasks one would use and encounter in a specific context
or setting (Bachman & Palmer, 1996, 2010). I investigated the concept of language use domains
and features components in which participants first learn the general concept of language use
domains as well as the specialized language used within a domain. Participants then applied what
they learned in a series of items with corrective feedback. This professional development module
examined three language use domains: the social interpersonal domain, the social transactional
domain, and the academic domain (Purpura, 2024). These three domains illustrate how language
is embedded in specific contexts, each of which has unique linguistic features and demands.

The social interpersonal domain is the domain used when, for example, chatting with a
friend or telling a story about what occurred during a holiday weekend. Language used in this

domain is informal and social. The social transactional domain is the domain of language used



when seeking to complete transactions, for example, when calling a customer service department
to resolve a billing dispute or when seeking to register for a class that is full. This language is
transactional because the speaker is seeking to get something done, usually some kind of
exchange of goods or services. The academic language use domain was the focus of the present
study and of particular interest to participants as professional teachers; they need to be both
familiar with and teach academic language in the K-12 setting.

Language Knowledge: In the present study, the term “language knowledge” was used to
refer to the “ability to communicate meanings in some domain of L2 use depending on the
interaction of context of use, language knowledge, topical knowledge, and the socio-cognitive
and dispositional resources of the participant” (Purpura, 2016, p. 16). Specifically, language
knowledge encompasses two interlinked components: semantico-grammatical knowledge (i.e.,
knowledge of grammatical forms and their associated propositional meanings) and pragmatic
knowledge (i.e., functional knowledge for performing speech acts and implicational knowledge
for conveying contextually relevant implied meanings) (Purpura, 2016).

Content Area Knowledge: 1 referred to content area knowledge embodied by the national
and state standards, skills, and disciplinary content that students are expected to understand in
areas such as science, social studies, math, English, the arts, and other major subject areas
(Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2021). This knowledge is integrated into students’
long-term memory as “knowledge structures” (Bachman & Palmer, 1996, p. 65). Content
knowledge, also referred to as subject matter knowledge, is mostly acquired in formal
educational settings (Dochy & Alexander, 1995). It is dynamic, including both what students
already know about the subject to be learned, also encompassing topical content, domain-specific

language, and cultural norms (Marzano, 2004).



Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) Ability: In the current study, CLIL
refers to contexts where subjects are taught with dual-focused aims, namely the learning of
content and the simultaneous learning of a language (Marsh, 1994). Learning CLIL is a primary
objective for ELLs in the K-12 context.

Approaches to Assessment

Learning Oriented Assessment: The present study used Purpura’s (2024) LOA
framework as a guide to conceptualizing the various interacting factors requiring consideration
in the professional development module that was created. The LOA framework features eight
independent, yet interrelated, dimensions present in learning environments. These include the
contextual, instructional, socio-cognitive, elicitation, proficiency, social-interactional, affective,
and technological dimensions (Purpura, 2024). Thus, designing the present study with LOA
allowed an understanding of several factors that are implicated in teaching, learning, and
assessment; LOA also provided a comprehensive understanding of participants’ learning
processes. These dimensions are discussed in depth in Chapter 2.

Significance of the Study

The current study addressed a gap in teacher education through the development of a
practical, easily deployable asynchronous instructional module focused on strengthening
teachers’ understanding of the role of academic language in developing content area knowledge.
The module was designed to engage both TESOL and content area teachers so they would be
better prepared to provide high-quality instruction that integrates content and academic language,
thereby supporting English Language Learners (ELLs).

The current study carries both methodological and andragogical implications for the

fields of TESOL and content teacher preparation teacher education. Methodologically, the study



employed an asynchronous instructional module featuring strategically embedded questions
within the module that were designed to consolidate knowledge and elicit new understandings.
Select questions included embedded feedback to deepen participants’ conceptual understanding
of academic language. This design represents a novel, practical, and efficient approach to
professional learning delivery. Pedagogically, the study addressed a critical need in TESOL
teacher education by developing teachers’ capacities to identify, characterize, and conceptualize
academic language across K-12 content areas. In doing so, the study demonstrated the central
importance of academic language instruction to effective teaching. In doing so, the study
demonstrated the central importance of academic language instruction to effective teaching.
Together, these findings offer meaningful contributions to scholarship and practice at the
intersection of TESOL and teacher education.
Summary

Chapter 1 established the rationale for this study by identifying a gap in TESOL and
teacher education and a need for an instructional module focused on identifying, characterizing,
and conceptualizing academic language across K-12 content areas. It documented the limited
availability of high-quality, practical professional development addressing academic language
across disciplines, thereby justifying the development of the asynchronous professional
development module. The chapter introduced the research questions that guided the study,
defined key terms to support reader understanding, and articulated the significance of the
research.

Chapter 2 situates the study within existing scholarship by reviewing research on
academic language proficiency in educational contexts, professional development practices, and

asynchronous learning. The chapter synthesizes key concepts and definitions from the literature
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and presents the Learning Oriented Assessment (LOA) Framework (Purpura, 2024) as the
study’s organizing theoretical lens. This review establishes the foundation for the study’s

methodological approach, analysis, and discussion.
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Chapter 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

To better understand academic language proficiency, it is necessary to review historical
perspectives, foundational theories, and frameworks that have shaped this concept. By examining
seminal works and key contributions from the field, we can better grasp the nuances and
implications of academic language for learners, particularly those acquiring English as an
additional language. The contributions of early models of second language (L2) proficiency,
conceptualizations of academic language, and the seminal research from Cummins (1980, 1981,
1984) are discussed in the sections below.

Conceptualizations of Academic Language

In the earliest models of second language (L2) proficiency, Lado (1961) and Carroll
(1968) alluded to academic language as a model with distinct linguistic features. The earliest
research on academic language by Cummins (1980) explicitly described academic language as a
distinct register of use because of research data gathered from performance assessments and
teacher referrals for English Language Learners (ELLs)? in Canadian schools. Cummins referred
to students’ Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) as language skills necessary to
acquire academic content in schooling. CALP was differentiated from a learner’s Basic
Interpersonal Communication Skill (BICS), which was defined as the linguistic skills necessary
for social interactions in everyday situations. Cummins’s BICS/CALP intuitive distinction was
highly influential in that it attempted to distinguish between two important domains of language

use and linked them to L2 acquisition in different contexts. While this research was widely used

3 Scholars have critiqued Cummins’s early work, noting that the BICS/CALP distinction was too simplistic and
static and minimized the importance of the development of social language (Edelsky, 1990; MacSwan & Rolstad,
2003; Scarcella, 2003). Cummins responded that these critiques did not account for his original intent to influence
policy and to add empirical evidence demonstrating the benefit of bilingualism.
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by L2 education scholars and program directors to advocate for bilingual and ELL programs,
Cummins’s depiction of academic language was also sharply criticized by scholars who believed
that the concept of CALP was undefined and posed a deficit theory, positioning students as
responsible for their own failure (Edelsky, 1990; Edelsky et al., 1983; MacSwan & Rolstad,
2003). This criticism remains, and there is a growing movement from raciolinguistic and
scholars of culturally sustaining pedagogy who view academic language as an ill-defined concept
that maintains a standard language ideology in which success in school can only be
accomplished through a white Eurocentric, standard English (Flores, 2020; Garcia & Solorza,
2021; Paris, 2012). These scholars call for pedagogies that draw on students’ home languages,
cultures, and heritages as a bridge to teaching, learning, empowering, and accessing curriculum.
These researchers also call for a reconceptualization of what constitutes academic language and
advocate for instruction which values and teaches non-standard English language ideologies
(Garcia & Kleifgen, 2020). They argue that academic language is ideologically driven and
pedagogically exclusionary and detrimental to minoritized populations. Furthermore, some
scholars have questioned the necessity of academic language in school contexts, arguing that
there is limited evidence to support the claim that it is required for learning. Instead, they
propose viewing academic language as a flexible communicative resource for conveying
meaning, placing less emphasis on linguistic precision as long as meaning is effectively
communicated (Thompson & Watkins, 2021).

While critiques exist about the amorphous designation of academic language, and there is
a valid need to expand literacy to include non-standard varieties in certain formal domains of
language use, abundant research has supported the importance and critical role of academic

language as an enabling resource in the use and development of content area knowledge in
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education and society at large (see, for example, SCALE, 2021). In fact, it is also widely
accepted that acquiring and mastering academic language is fundamental to academic success for
both native and non-native speakers of English (Francis et al., 2006). Scholarship has shown a
direct correlation between mastery of academic language to reading comprehension, literacy
development, and content area mastery in secondary grades (Bransford et al., 2000; Townsend

et al., 2012).

Nonetheless, while academic language use is a critical factor in students’ academic
success, there has been much less agreement on the distinguishing characteristics of academic
language use in the K-12 target language use (TLU) domain, and there is very little research
written for classroom teachers. Historically, most of the scholarship on academic language is
rooted to the English for Specific Purposes (ESP) or English for Academic Purposes (EAP)
literature in the university setting, focusing on instructional techniques in specific-purpose
contexts rather than on the role of academic language in the K-12 school settings. Only in recent
years has scholarship been dedicated to how academic language functions in the content areas in
the context of K-12 schooling (Moore & Schleppegrell, 2020; Villabona & Cenoz, 2022) and
viewed as a critical discourse practice that helps unlock content area knowledge (Bransford et al.,
2000; DiCerbo et al., 2014; SCALE, 2021). Across this expanse of research, scholars have used
various terms to describe academic language including “the language of” (Schleppegrell, 2004);
“the language of education” (Halliday, 2007); or “Academic English Language” (Bailey, 2007;
Scarcella, 2003). While terms vary, researchers have agreed on many of the linguistic features of
academic language. The following sections of this literature review discuss Scarcella’s (2003)
academic language framework, describe the linguistic features of academic language, and review

other seminal literature on the concept.
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Scarcella’s (2003) Academic English: A Conceptual Framework

Scarcella’s (2003) work is the earliest and most comprehensive framework of academic
language presently available. Her framework is based on classroom discourse research and
characterizes academic language as multidimensional, dynamic, interrelated, and composed
of different linguistic levels with associated features for each linguistic component. More
specifically, Scarcella’s framework consists of five components: phonological, lexical,
grammatical, sociolinguistic, and discourse knowledge. It also includes a cognitive and
sociocultural dimension and operationalizes tasks that teachers can use to support students’
academic language development. Scarcella (2003) argued that academic language proficiency
requires much more than the linguistic mastery students must possess: It requires declarative or
procedural knowledge of language and content, higher-order thinking and critical literacy skills,
as well as metalinguistic and sociolinguistic competence. Scarcella’s framework rejected notions
put forth by Cummins’s (1980, 1981) early work on academic language, which posited that BICS
and CALP are acquired sequentially. Instead, Scarcella hypothesized that these registers are
acquired in an overlapping nature at different times, dependent on many contextual variables.
For example, beginning phonemic awareness supports both the beginning of oral proficiency
(BICS) and developing advanced reading proficiency (CALP) by aiding in students’
understanding of specific words in an academic context. Scarcella’s framework expanded
scholarship by describing the central components, cognitive processes, and sociocultural
dimensions of academic language. However, Scarcella’s framework did not fully specify critical
lexical, discourse, and grammatical features that comprise academic language in the content
areas. The following section describes these linguistic features as well as the contribution of

systemic functional linguistic (SFL) theory to academic language use in the K-12 TLU domain.
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Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL): Discourse and Grammatical Components

With respect to a model of L2 academic language, the field of systemic functional
linguistics (SFL) (Halliday, 1961; Schleppegrell & Oteiza, 2023) greatly expanded our
understanding of the discourse and grammatical features of academic language by illustrating
how these features are manifested within content-area genres. It has also helped refine the
definition of the academic language. SFL, the linguistic theory developed by Halliday (1978),
views language as “social semiotic and offers a functional grammar that connects language
forms with meaning in contexts of use” (Schleppegrell, 2013, p. 155). In this theory, language is
seen as a “set of options available for constructing different types of meaning” (Schleppegrell,
2009, p. 7), and language registers are constellations of lexical and grammatical features that
constitute the language (Halliday & Hassan, 1989). SFL research has described academic
language to be lexically and grammatically complex, with some of the common register features
for academic texts including complex clause structures, lexical density, and authoritative
structuring features. Further complexities are seen in variations in text organization according to
a text’s function and context. This notion, however, has been challenged by research from
Seawall (2021), who has argued that academic language is not more grammatically and lexically
dense than non-academic language. Using quantitative analysis, Seawall found no significant
differences in lexical and grammatical complexity between academic language and non-
academic language samples. Nonetheless, Halliday’s (1978) early SFL research made important
contributions to the field by providing detailed information on the discourse and grammatical
features of specific context areas texts. More recently, scholars who work from an SFL

perspective, such as Schleppegrell (2023) and Brisk (2014), have used SFL’s early theoretical
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developments to better understand the specific academic language and linguistic demands in the
K-12 content areas.
Research on Academic Language Vocabulary and Instruction

A primary area of research that has received considerable attention in the literature is the
role that lexis plays in academic language use domains. In fact, a substantial body of literature
has demonstrated the importance of vocabulary knowledge in academic language (August &
Shanahan, 2006; Beck et al., 2002; Freeman & Freeman, 2008, 2017; Nation, 2007, 2013). For
example, corpus-based studies have focused on identifying words and phrases that frequently
occur in academic texts along with the categories or classification schemes in which they appear.
In this regard, Coxhead (2000) compiled a list of 570-word families by examining corpora of
over 3.5 million words contained in postsecondary written academic texts.* While the corpus was
expansive, it was limited to postsecondary texts from arts, commerce, law, and science.
Nonetheless, the corpora used to create Coxhead’s Academic Word List (AWL) allowed
researchers to determine which words or word families frequently occur in a variety of genres
found in academic texts. Coxhead’s work contributed significantly to our understanding of the
lexical components of academic language with a thorough examination of postsecondary texts,
providing empirical evidence of frequently occurring words that learners are most likely to
encounter in these texts. Green and Coxhead (2015) extended the corpora, analyzing texts most
often used in middle school to produce a high-frequency word list found in the Grade 6 to 8
context. The AWL became a useful pedagogical tool for K-12 teachers who sought to determine

which key vocabulary words to teach in a text and which words were most likely to appear in

4 Coxhead (2000) noted that developing an instructional tool was not the goal of her work but acknowledged that it
could be helpful for the direct study of vocabulary, selecting words from the list and teaching these words with
contextualized messages focused reading and teacher explanations.
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academic content areas. The AWL has also been used by K-12 teachers to guide materials
development, teach word families, and develop study vocabulary word lists (Banister, 2016).

Other scholars, including Beck et al. (2002), Dutro and Moran (2003), and Snow et al.
(1989), have taken a different approach from Coxhead. These scholars focused on developing a
schema for organizing vocabulary that appears in academic texts in all grades. The primary goal
of these researchers was to develop a practical schema to support students’ academic language
development by organizing academic vocabulary according to categories or tiers. In Beck et al.’s
(2002) model, Tier 1 words frequently occur in everyday contexts; Tier 2 words consist of words
that frequently occur across academic content areas (e.g., however, although, or illustrate); and
Tier 3 words are domain-specific technical words that rarely occur outside of a specific academic
discipline (e.g., photosynthesis, tectonic plates). Beck et al. (2002) argued that by understanding
these words, students can better comprehend content knowledge. While this model is widely
used by both teacher educators and teachers as a way of categorizing and instructing vocabulary
to support academic language development, scholars have criticized its simplistic nature and
lack of validity and depth (Hellman, 2018). McKeown (2019) has noted the caveat that their
vocabulary tiers were meant to be used loosely, are an imprecise concept, and therefore should
be used as a heuristic framework to draw attention to word properties and their roles in language.
The following section examines the meta-analyses on academic language.
Meta-Analyses on Academic Language

To understand research on academic language, The George Washington University
Center for Equity and Excellence in Education performed two meta-analyses on academic
language in the K-12 context (Anstrom et al., 2010; DiCerbo et al., 2014). Both included studies

that focused on academic language in the K-12 content areas, examining how academic language
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has been operationalized in school settings. Both studies also discussed implications for teacher
professional development and for policymakers and described the difficulty of defining and
operationalizing the concept. DiCerbo and colleagues (2014) described the development of the
construct in the K-12 context and raised questions on how some of the defining characteristics,
such as grammatical complexity and lexical density, are still unclear. They indicated that
academic English is an “evolving concept, not agreed upon in the literature” (p. 4) and noted that
few empirical systematic reviews have defined the concept (DiCerbo et al., 2014). The following
section reviews guides for practitioners and teacher educators.
Academic Language Practical Guides for Teacher Educators

There is a wide range of studies focusing on academic language for ELLs and texts
devoted to teacher development for those who teach academic language (Freeman, 2016; Merino
et al., 2013; Zwiers, 2013). These studies are instructional guides that describe pedagogical
strategies such as translanguaging, deconstructing sentences, chunking texts using the referential
pronominal chain, using picture support and scaffolding to teach vocabulary, and academic
language.

This select review has shown the mixed nature of scholarship on academic language
as it ranges from studies that are written for fellow scholars in the field of linguistics to work
written for teacher educators. However, very few studies have been written for practicing
teachers. Educational scholars (Joram et al., 2020; Van Schaik et al., 2018) have suggested that,
in the U.S. K-12 context, teachers rarely read research on teaching practices and did not make
extensive use of research findings in their classrooms. This is attributed to impracticality,
difficulty of implementation, and lack of relevance to the teachers’ classroom contexts

(Willingham & Daniel, 2019).
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The present study sought to fill this gap as it was designed for teachers who work
most often with ELLs: TESOL and content area teachers who are primarily content specialists
and not likely to have been trained in how to identify, characterize, or teach academic language
in their content areas. Furthermore, for both groups, opportunities to develop academic language
expertise are missing in their professional development venues since these often focus on
disciplinary-related content issues.

Research by Paskevicius and Bortolin (2015) and Russell et al. (2009) supported the
effectiveness of online modules in encouraging teacher participation and accommodating diverse
and challenging schedules. The next section discusses how the study was organized using the
LOA framework first proposed by Turner and Purpura (2016) and refined by Purpura (2022,
2024).

Alignment of the Present Study with Purpura’s (2024) LOA Framework

The present researcher used Purpura’s (2024) LOA as a guiding framework to
conceptualize the various interacting factors requiring consideration in the professional
development module that was created. This framework was useful because it “maintains a clear
and unambiguous focus on assessment in the service of learning through evidence elicited in a
variety of contexts” (Turner & Purpura, 2016, p. 260). Furthermore, while the goal of the present
study was to teach participants about academic language content, it used classroom assessment
practices in the design to help participants process, consolidate, and apply understandings. Thus,
designing the present study with LOA allowed for an understanding
of several factors that are implicated in teaching, learning, and assessment and provided a
comprehensive understanding of participants’ learning process. The LOA framework features

eight independent yet interrelated dimensions present in learning environments. These include
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the contextual, instructional, socio-cognitive, elicitation, proficiency, social-interactional,
affective, and technological dimensions (Purpura, 2024). The following section describes each of
these dimensions and relevant examples of each dimension from the present study.

The first dimension of the LOA framework is the contextual dimension. This dimension
specifies the context or parameters for “how instruction, learning, and assessment will transpire
within the social, cultural, and political context of learning” (Turner & Purpura, 2016, p. 262). It
highlights the sociocultural, sociopolitical context, real-world tasks, scenarios, and competencies
where learners would realistically use their knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs). In the case
of the present study, the contextual dimension was important as the professional development
module in the context of professional development in schools utilizes authentic tasks for teachers
to respond to. For example, study participants are taught the concept of academic language and
then are asked to apply what they were taught to a series of tasks resembling those they would
encounter in their real-life teaching contexts. More specifically, they are asked to identify the
language demands from a social studies text or describe how to teach academic language to
ELLs.

The second dimension of the LOA framework is the instructional dimension. This
dimension refers to the presentation of topical, linguistic information in a context that can be
used to promote processing and learning. In the professional development module, for example,
given its focus on effective teaching, careful consideration was given to how the concept of
academic language and its use in the content areas should be taught to study participants. The
instructional dimension was thus concerned with pedagogical choices in how participants are
asked questions and given corrective feedback, and how models or examples embedded in the

module are designed to promote processing and learning. For example, the provision of feedback
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to responses was embedded in the module tasks with the goal of providing participants with the
instructional information needed to build knowledge, consolidate understandings, and close
learning gaps on academic language in the content areas.

The third dimension of the LOA framework is the socio-cognitive dimension. This
dimension pertains to the cognitive and socio-cognitive demands of the instructional activities
(lectures and follow-up tasks) in the professional development unit and is “characterized in terms
of the architecture of cognition (e.g., attention span, memory capacity, mental representation), or
what learners need to be able to focus on and remember” (Purpura, 2024, p. 33). It also focused
on the functionality of cognition, which involves processing strategies, reasoning, embodied,
situated, and distributed cognition. In the professional development module, for example, this
dimension is salient when participants need to use their socio-cognitive resources (e.g., memory,
cognitive abilities, and critical thinking) to understand the unit presentations, consolidate the
information presented in the unit, apply their understandings, and share their knowledge with
others. This dimension is also activated when participants need to process feedback or draw on
their prior knowledge and teaching experiences when completing the module.

The fourth dimension of the framework is the elicitation dimension. This dimension
concerns decisions related to the varied methods used to elicit learners’ targeted performance.

In a classroom context, these can be planned, spontaneous, and/or embedded assessments in a
variety of formats that occur both inside and outside a classroom. In the present study’s
professional development module, the elicitation dimension involved a series of planned
tasks and activities used to elicit participants’ performance. These elicitation methods were
strategically embedded throughout the module and designed to build on one another as

participants proceeded incrementally through the module.
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The fifth dimension of the LOA framework is the proficiency dimension. This critical
dimension specifies the targeted disciplinary construct underlying teaching, learning and
assessment. In the context of the present study’s professional development module, this
dimension refers to areas of topical learning, including how participants defined academic
language, identified examples in content area texts, and described its importance in content
area learning. Careful consideration of the proficiency dimension in module design allowed for
data to be gathered from content and TESOL teachers for the purpose of understanding the
effectiveness of the asynchronous professional development module on participants’ ability to
identify, characterize, and plan to teach academic language in their disciplinary domains.

The sixth dimension of the LOA framework is the social-interactional dimension. This
dimension involves the social and interactional practices employed by the various agents in an
instructional event (i.e., teachers, peers, learners, lesson, and other agents) and how social
interactions impede or enhance processing and learning. In the professional development
module, the social-interactional dimension was operationalized by the social interactions
between the agent—in this case, the unit presentation—and the participant who interacted
with the lesson.

The seventh dimension in the LOA framework refers to the affective dimension, which
concerns the characteristics of learners’ psychological, social, and behavioral dispositions and
attitudes such as motivation, anxiety, confidence, and engagement and how these factors support
or impede learning and processing. In the professional development module, examining the
affective dimension elicited the attitudes and beliefs about the teaching and learning process as
well as study effectiveness, and elicited participants’ beliefs on the importance and use of

academic language in the K-12 content areas.
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Finally, the eighth and final LOA dimension is the technological dimension which tapped
into the learners’ ability to use digital literacy skills and information and communication
technological skills. The professional development module was designed to be taken online, and
participants had to marshal their digital and computer literacy skills to follow the presentations
and respond to questions asked in the module. Thus, considerable attention was given to the
technological dimension. In sum, these separate but interacting dimensions were implicated in
the module completion and provided a valuable framework for understanding the factors
underlying the teaching, learning, and assessment experience in the present study. Employing
LOA as a guiding framework was also beneficial as it allowed participants to consolidate and
apply their understandings in the professional development module.

Summary

This chapter reviewed the historical perspectives, foundational theories, and frameworks
that shape the concept of academic language. By examining key works from the field, we can
better understand the implications of academic language for learners, particularly English
language learners. Despite evolving perspectives on its definition and importance, academic
language remains critical to students’ academic success. This chapter highlighted the
complexities and ongoing debates in the field, setting the stage for the methods used in this study
to explore academic language proficiency in the K-12 context.

The next chapter discusses the methods employed in this study, including implementation
of a professional development module designed to enhance teachers’ understanding of academic

language.
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Chapter 3
METHODOLOGY

The current study was a mixed-methods inquiry, using a pre-post non-experimental
design study along with qualitative data. It was conducted entirely online and asynchronously.
This study was an expansion of a pilot study (Teachers College, IRB #22-104, Appendix A) that
examined teachers’ understanding of academic language. The pilot study demonstrated that the
professional development module led to gains in participants’ understanding of academic
language. Based on these findings, the present study implemented several improvements: the
sample size was increased from 20 to 50 participants, and pre-post assessment items were
revised and expanded to measure more precisely learning gains from the module. The current
study was designed using Purpura’s (2024) Learning Oriented Assessment (LOA) framework,
chosen to facilitate the design of the module questions, targeting LOA dimensions, specifically
the proficiency, instructional, and affective dimensions. Designing the present study with LOA
allowed for an understanding of several factors implicated in teaching, learning, and assessment
and provided a comprehensive understanding of participants’ learning process. This study was
also informed by my experience as a teacher educator and a former middle school ENL teacher
as [ drew on this professional experience in the study methods to create authentic, practice-based
learning activities included in the module.

Participants were recruited in the New York City area through social media groups,
professional networks, word of mouth, and flyers posted at local colleges (see Appendix B for
recruitment flyer). Before inclusion, participants completed a background screener survey
administered through Qualtrics. Upon selection, participants were sent a link to the asynchronous

module. They could complete the module at their own pace and pause as needed.
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The module was divided into six sections, each featuring a presentation with embedded
assessments (selected response, limited and extended production) designed to elicit participants’
understandings of academic language, relate content to prior experience, remediate learning
gaps, and consolidate new understandings. The study featured pre-post questions embedded into
sections one and six to measure to what extent learning occurred from the module. All activities
simulated authentic teaching tasks. For instance, teachers learned about academic language, then
applied this knowledge in assessments mirroring classroom challenges, such as identifying
language demands in a social studies text and describing effective strategies for teaching
academic language to ELLs. The complete module took approximately from 90 to 115 minutes
to complete. The following section describes the study participants in more detail.

Study Participants’ Characteristics

Two distinct groups of participants were recruited: TESOL-certified teachers (TT, n =
25) and content area teachers (CT, n = 25). All participants were currently teaching in New York
City K-12 public schools and reported working with ELLs. All participants held a master’s
degree in their subject areas together with either initial or professional certifications. Participants
(N = 50) were recruited using non-probability, volunteer, purposive, convenience sampling
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). This sampling method was selected for several reasons. First,
the study required participants with specific professional qualifications: current K-12 teachers
certified in either TESOL or content areas who were actively working with ELLs. Second,
purposive sampling allowed recruitment of two distinct groups (TESOL teachers, n = 25; content
area teachers, n = 25) necessary for between-group comparisons in Research Question 3. Third,
convenience sampling was employed by recruiting participants in the New York City area, by

means of social media groups, professional networks, word of mouth, and flyers posted at local
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colleges. This approach was also practical given the limited resources and time constraints.
Finally, volunteer sampling was ethically and practically appropriate for recruiting working
teachers to complete an asynchronous module. While this approach limits generalizability
beyond the local context and groups, it is consistent with professional development intervention
research and appropriate for this study’s exploratory aims. Table 1 presents the demographic
characteristics. One content area teacher did not report data for years of experience or grade

level.

Table 1

Participant Demographics by Certification Type

Characteristic TESOL-Certified Content Area Total
Years of Experience
0-3 years 3 (12.0%) 10 (41.7%) 13 (26.5%)
3-5 years 4 (16.0%) 2 (8.3%) 6 (12.2%)
5-7 years 7 (28.0%) 5 (20.8%) 12 (24.5%)
7-9 years 3 (12.0%) 1 (4.2%) 4 (8.2%)
9+ years 8 (32.0%) 6 (25.0%) 14 (28.6%)
Grade Level
Elementary (K-5) 10 (40.0%) 8 (33.3%) 18 (36.7%)
Secondary (6-12) 8 (32.0%) 9 (37.5%) 17 (34.7%)
Not reported 7 (28.0%) 7 (29.2%) 14 (28.6%)
Gender
Female 18 (72.0%) 20 (83.3%) 38 (77.6%)
Male 7 (28.0%) 5(20.8%) 12 (24.5%)
Total 25 (51.0%) 24 (49.0%) 49 (100%)

Note. N =49 for demographic data as one content area teacher did not report complete
demographic information; however, 50 participants (25 TESOL, 25 content area teachers)
completed the module and are included in all study analyses.
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The study received approval from Teachers College Institutional Review Board (IRB 25-

018, Appendix A). Eligibility for participation was determined through voluntary engagement

with a Qualtrics survey. Participants who met the qualifications and provided consent were

assigned a de-identified code, a unique participant identification (ID) number. These codes,

along with corresponding participant names, were securely stored in a password-protected Excel

file.

Instruments

The instruments used in the current study included the Qualtrics pre-screener survey and

the professional development module. Each instrument is discussed below, and a summary is

found in Table 2 below.

Table 2

Research Instruments and Goals

Instrument

Research Goal

Qualtrics pre-screener survey

Professional development module

To determine eligibility and elicit demographic
data.

To elicit data relevant to the research questions.
To present instruction on academic language and
then help teacher participants understand,
consolidate and apply new understandings on
academic language.
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Materials

Equipment and Software

The current study was created using Microsoft PowerPoint (version 16.76) on a
MacBook Pro (version M2, OS 14.01). It incorporated multimedia elements, including a lecture
recorded with a Blue Snowball iCE professional microphone using PowerPoint’s audio record
feature. The presentation was then converted to a movie (.mov) file and integrated as a digital
video within PlayPosit (version 2022). PlayPosit allowed for the inclusion of a variety of
embedded assessments and feedback into the module. Participant responses were exported from
PlayPosit and analyzed in Excel (version 16.77).
Qualtrics Pre-Study Survey

A Qualtrics survey was given out to all study participants. This survey was used to
screen for eligibility and gather demographic background data, including years of teaching
experience, classroom context, and certification area. A total of 175 people accessed the survey
between the current study data collection period. Of those, 50 were eligible according to the
following criteria: (a) currently certified K-12 classroom teachers; (b) active teaching assignment
in a K-12 setting; (c) certified in either TESOL or a content area; and (d) currently working with
ELLs in their classroom. Appendix C contains the Qualtrics Pre-Study Survey. The following
section will describe the professional development module.
The Professional Development Module

The current study contained 42 items embedded at strategic points across six sections.
Items were designed to target three LOA dimensions: proficiency, instructional, and affective.
While the current study was designed around all eight of the LOA dimensions as a guiding

design framework, these three dimensions were targeted for item design and elicitation. The
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proficiency dimension was chosen as it was designed to measure the effectiveness of the
asynchronous professional development module on participants’ ability to identify, characterize,
and plan to teach academic language in their disciplinary content areas. This dimension was
operationalized by several types of items. The instructional dimension was chosen for its focus
on effective teaching as careful consideration was given to how the concept of academic
language and its use in the content areas was taught to study participants in the PD module. The
instructional dimension addressed a variety of pedagogical choices in how participants were
asked questions and given corrective feedback, and how models or examples embedded in the
module were designed to promote processing and learning. The affective dimension was chosen
as it elicited participants’ attitudes and beliefs about the teaching and learning process, study
effectiveness, and the importance and use of academic language in the K-12 content areas.
Targeting these domains elicited valuable information related to the research questions. Table 3
summarizes the distribution of items in the assessment part of the module. It is presented by
section. Table 4 summarizes the distribution by LOA dimension.

Table 3

Distribution of Module Items by Section

Section Items Number of Items
Section 1: Background Knowledge 1-9 9
Section 2: Specialized Language 10-20 11
Section 3: Target Language Use Domains 21-24 4
Section 4: Importance of Academic Language for 25 1

Year-End Assessments

Section 5: Mode Continuum Activity and Academic 26-33 8
Language in Content Areas

Section 6: Post-Intervention 34-42 9
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Section Items Number of Items

Total 42

Table 4

Distribution of Module Items by LOA Dimension

LOA Dimension Number of Items
Proficiency 21
Instructional 4
Affective 17
Total 42

Nine items served as parallel pre/post assessments (Section 1, items 1-9; Section 6, items
34-42), measuring participants’ understanding of academic language before and after the
module. The remaining 24 items were embedded throughout Sections 2-5, designed to build
participants’ skills in identifying, characterizing, and describing academic language, and to elicit
empathy for ELLs encountering academic texts. Many embedded items included corrective
feedback to foster learning during the assessment. Appendix D contains all items, item codes

with feedback types, and associated LOA dimensions.

The Professional Development Module was designed as a pedagogical intervention

comprising six integrated sections on academic language. Each section presented a different type

of information to students. Embedded in this were the assessment that used selected response,
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limited, and extended-production tasks to assess the topical knowledge related to the construct of
academic language. These sections are described in detail below.

Section 1: Lecture Introduction and Pre-Background Knowledge Survey

The first part of Section 1 introduced participants to the module objectives and provided
an overview of its goals and learning expectations. For all sections, a narrative was provided by a
voiceover which I as the author created. The introduction contextualized the study and described
the study’s rationale to enhance participants’ understanding of language use domains and
academic language within the context of K-12 schooling. In the introduction, I introduced myself
and described my experience as a former middle school ENL teacher and college lecturer in
TESOL. Next, I described the module contents, including language use domains and the domain
of schooling where academic language has importance and is needed and used by K-12 students.
Then, I then defined academic language and highlighted its importance to the K-12 context of
schooling. Figure 1 presents the module introduction slides which listed the primary topics that
were explored in the module sections.
Figure 1

Module Structure and Content Overview
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Introduction and Module Contents

* Gauge background knowledge on academic language

* Investigate specialized language and establish a rationale for
why we should teach academic language

» Explore target language use domains and identify distinctive
qualities of academic language in the content areas

* Focus on integrated academic language in content area texts

» Exploring the challenges of academic language and functions
in a text

* Conclusion and post module questions

Following the introduction narration, participants were asked a series of background
questions regarding the topic of academic language. These embedded assessments (i.e.,
questions) were designed to gauge participants’ knowledge of and experience with academic
language in the context of K-12 classrooms. These assessments were created as pre-post items,
written to parallel items provided at the end of the module. This was designed so participants’
answers could be compared pre/post module. This design allowed for eliciting and gathering the
qualitative and quantitative data that were used for the three research questions. These questions
were also designed in relation to the proficiency, instructional and affective domains of the
presentation.

In this section, nine embedded assessments aimed to measure the students’ background
questions. The items consisted of extended production and selected response questions designed
to elicit: (a) definitions and characterizations of academic language from the teacher participants
(BK-Prof-items 1 and 3) (proficiency dimension); (b) information about their experiences
teaching academic language (BK-Instr-items 2 and 4) (instructional dimension); and (c)

information on their dispositions toward academic language (BK-Aff-5 to 9) (affective
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dimension). Items 5-9 were designed as Likert scale questions to measure a level of endorsement
for each question. Responses were collected on a five-point Likert-type scale (1 = very small
extent, 2 = a small extent, 3 = to some extent, 4 = to a large extent, and 5 = very large extent).
Section 1 took approximately 10 to 15 minutes to complete. No scoring was involved in this
section. Answers were used for qualitative and quantitative analysis. This analysis is described
later in the chapter. No corrective feedback was provided for these items as they served as
baseline measures. Figure 2 illustrates the slide used to collect the pre-module background

information described above.
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Figure 2

Section 1: Background Knowledge Assessment Items

Warm up:
How familiar are you with academic language?

To what extent do you feel prepared to identify academic language?

To what extent do you feel prepared to identify the challenges of
academic language?

To what extent do you feel confident understanding what academic
language is?

To what extent do you feel prepared to teach academic language now?

To what extent do you feel academic language is important?

f'(plcnrpost

Warm up:
How familiar are you with academic language?

How would you define academic language?

What are some aspects of academic language that you
might teach in your content area(s)?

Describe the distinguishing characteristics of academic
language.

Describe challenges of academic language for students.

o
o))

| eefplaypost
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Section 1 provided an introduction and overview of the module components and
established participants’ baseline understanding of academic language through nine assessment
items. These items measured the proficiency dimension of academic language as well as the
instructional application and affective orientation toward teaching academic language. Table 5
displays all Section 1 items with their codes and corresponding LOA dimensions.

Table S

Section 1: Background Knowledge (BK) Pre-Intervention Items

Items Item code LOA Dimension
1. How would you define academic language? BK-Prof-1 Proficiency
2.What are some aspects of academic language that BK-Inst-2 Instructional

you might teach in your content area(s)?

3.Describe the distinguishing characteristics of BK-Prof-3 Proficiency
academic language.

4. Describe challenges of academic language for BK-Inst-4 Instructional
students.

5.To what extent do you feel prepared to identify BK-Aff-5 Affective

academic language?

6. To what extent do you feel prepared to identify the BK-Aff-6 Affective
challenges of academic language? BK-Aff-7

7. To what extent do you feel confident BK-Aff-8 Affective
understanding what academic language is?

8. To what extent do you feel prepared to teach BK-Aff-8 Affective
academic language now?

9. To what extent do you feel academic language is BK-Aff-9 Affective
important in the K-12 classroom context?

Note. This legend provides explanations for the abbreviations used in Table 5: BK: Background
Knowledge; Prof: Proficiency Dimension; Inst: Instructional Dimension; Aff: Affective
Dimension; #: Item Number
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