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Abstract 

At a time when educators are tasked with ensuring that all students develop the academic literacy skills 
necessary for school success, this article investigates some textual features of academic language in different 
content areas using systemic functional linguistics (SFL) as an approach to support multilingual learners’ 
development of academic language (AL). The article provides a brief overview of SFL and demonstrates how 
this theoretical framework supports the development of AL. An analysis of a variety of texts across the content 
areas of English language arts, social studies, science, and mathematics at the elementary level illustrates 
different features of AL. Following this analysis, the article discusses these features of AL in contrast with 
everyday language. This article concludes with some implications for teacher education and research. 
 
Keywords: academic language, disciplinary literacies, multilingual learners, systemic functional linguistics, 
pre-service teacher education. 
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Introduction 

Elementary students need to meet the literacy demands of elementary schooling across 
content areas (National Assessment of Educational Progress, 2017). Furthermore, there 
continues to be an opportunity gap between the number of multilingual learners (MLs) 
classified as proficient in English and those able to meet state standards in academic areas 
(Aud et al., 2010). This is especially important, given that the steadily growing number of 
MLs in the United States who are learning English make up over 14% of the elementary 
school-age population (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2017). Within the context of the United States, pre-service teachers who likely will 
have MLs in their future classes need to be prepared to work with this population by 
addressing their content and language needs in general education classes.  
One reason that might explain these statistics is the difference between everyday language 
(EL) and academic language (AL). Academic language is broadly defined as “the language 
used in school to help students acquire and use knowledge” (Anstrom et al., 2010, p. iv). This 
definition contrasts with that of EL, the social language that students use outside of and within 
the classroom. AL, characterized at the lexical, syntactic, and discourse levels (Schleppegrell 
& O'Hallaron, 2011; Snow & Uccelli, 2009), functions to help students develop new 
knowledge and skills, discuss content-specific topics, and share information with others 
(Bailey et al., 2004). AL is very often crucial for students to be able to gain access to 
knowledge and content (Fang & Schleppegrell, 2010). However, AL is often used in settings 
that often do not provide extralinguistic support (Zwiers, 2014). When multilingual learners 
who display proficient EL are put into general education classrooms, they often struggle 
because of the specific demands of content area learning (e.g., Cummins, 2020; de Oliveira, 
2011). Therefore, this is a crucial topic in pre-service teacher education and needs to be 
incorporated in programs that prepare teachers to work with MLs. 
These issues are relevant not only in the United States, but in other countries around the world 
where English is used as a medium of instruction to teach subjects or taught as a language as 
part of a foreign language curriculum in elementary and secondary schools. Understanding the 
differences between AL and EL is important so there is a purposeful focus on features that 
will be helpful for MLs to learn within and across the content areas. 
Teaching of AL to MLs is a complex and multifaceted task. That is why this topic is 
important for pre-service teacher preparation. Teachers need to know that students are 
simultaneously developing both disciplinary knowledge and an additional language (de 
Oliveira, 2007, 2011; Gebhard et al. 2010). Teachers must have a deep knowledge of AL 
(Schulze, 2015), as scholarship maintains that teachers’ own knowledge of AL affects their 
teaching and the academic literacy development of their students (e.g., Fenwick et al., 2014; 
Gebhard et al., 2014). As AL is the language through which every content area is taught and 
assessed, it is imperative that all elementary students develop this register and are able to 
effectively use it both in oral and written discourse (e.g., de Oliveira, 2011; Bailey et al., 
2004; Schleppegrell, 2012; Schleppegrell & O'Hallaron, 2011; Zwiers, 2014). It is also 
imperative that teachers, both pre-service and in-service, develop this knowledge so they can 
address these demands in teaching MLs. The AL demands of secondary schooling (e.g., Fang, 
2005; Fang & Schleppegrell, 2010) can be seen emerging as early as the primary grades; 
therefore, it is crucial that instruction in disciplinary literacies start in elementary school. 
Nevertheless, there continues to be a lack of explicit focus on AL instruction and supporting 
MLs’ development of this register (Aguirre-Muñoz et al., 2008; Gibbons, 2003) and little 
teacher preparation for this work (Schleppegrell, 2012). 
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Although the term AL is used widely and its definitions vary almost as much as its use, there 
are several features of AL that scholars have identified as common across contexts and that 
set it apart from EL (e.g., Schleppegrell, 2012; Zwiers, 2014). Table 1 compares and contrasts 
EL and AL, highlighting some of the key features that set the two registers apart. Although 
the following table demonstrates distinct differences, it is important to recognize that the 
registers fall along a continuum (Gibbons, 2003).  
Table 1  
Everyday Language and Academic Language 

Everyday Language Academic Language 

Use of common vocabulary Use of content-specific vocabulary; 
generalized, specialized, technical, abstract 

Use of: 
● Verbs to express processes 
● Adjectives to express qualities 
● Nouns to express people and things 
● Conjunctions to express logical 

connections (e.g., and or but).  
This leads to less information packaging. 

Use of:  
● varied process types 
● varied participants  
● varied circumstances  

 
 
This leads to information packaging 

Sentences: 
● More fluid 
● Connected with frequent conjunctions 

(and, but, so, because) 
● Freer and less restrictive 
● More prominence of questions to 

invite interaction 

Sentences: 
● Include a variety of sentence types 
● Use various conjunctions for clause 

connections 
● Connections expressed through nouns 

Body language, gestures, intonation, stress, 
and tone convey meaning 

Punctuation, headings, layouts, and language 
use help make meaning in language  

Less formal and precise  More formal and precise  
 
In this regard, one instructional approach that focuses on AL is carried out through the 
investigation and implementation of systemic functional linguistic (SFL) theory (Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2014). SFL theory, developed over the past six decades, scaffolds instruction 
and knowledge in order to directly teach AL (Brisk, 2020; Gebhard, 2019; Rose & Martin, 
2012). Proponents of this approach maintain that SFL conceptualizes language as a rich 
repertoire of language resources for meaning making in different contexts (Harman, 2013), 
compared to the more fixed, conventional views of grammar.  
As mentioned above, teachers need to ensure that all students develop the academic literacy 
skills necessary for success in school. This article offers examples of some textual features of 
academic language in different content areas using SFL as an approach to support 
linguistically-diverse, elementary students’ development of academic language. We start by 
providing an overview of SFL and demonstrating how this theoretical framework supports the 
development of AL. We then present the analysis of some texts across the content areas of 
English language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies at the elementary level in 
order to illustrate different features of AL. Following this analysis, we discuss and contrast 



Supporting Academic Language Development for Multilingual Learners Across Content Areas 
Through the Identification of Textual Features 

230 
 

these features of AL with those of EL. We conclude with some implications for pre-service 
teacher education as well as future research.  
 
Theoretical Framework 
Systemic functional linguistics (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014) is a meaning-based theory of 
language which provides tools for analyzing both the linguistic demands of texts and the 
choices that authors make within them (Diaz & Deroo, 2020). Focusing on the relationship 
between form and meaning (Schleppegrell, 2012), this social semiotic theory posits texts and 
discourse as social processes that unfold in different contexts (Martin & Rose, 2007). 
Language is used for a wide variety of social purposes, and these purposes are accomplished 
through different genres (Derewianka, 2011).  
Genre 
While there is a wide body of scholarship that focuses on genre (e.g., Hyland, 2003; Hyon, 
1996; Johns, 2002), the SFL-based concept of genre is often described as “the Sydney 
School” (Johns, 2002). From this viewpoint, genres are “recurrent configurations of meanings 
[…] that enact the social practices of a given culture” or “staged, goal-oriented, social 
processes” (Martin & Rose, 2008, p. 6). Genres, such those present in academic texts, are 
staged because the author carries out various moves to achieve their goal, each of which are 
identifiable by their specific linguistic patterns. Genres are also considered goal-oriented 
because each text is designed with a distinct purpose in mind and social because each text is 
created for a specific audience. In other words, the culturally-expected structure of types of 
texts and the ways in which register variables are realized throughout these texts represent the 
genre, or the actualization of the context of culture (Eggins, 2004; Martin & Rose, 2007, 
2008).  
Register 
Register is the realization of the context of situation, and it is represented by the lexical and 
grammatical choices for the three variables of field, tenor, and mode (Eggins, 2004; Halliday 
& Matthiessen, 2014). Field is concerned the subject-matter that language is being utilized to 
discuss, and influences the ways that ideas are expressed and connected. Tenor deals with 
who is involved in interactions and the role their relationships play, and this variable 
influences language choices and the role they play when interacting with others. Finally, mode 
consists of the different channels of communication (e.g., written text, spoken word, visual 
texts) and influences was language choices create cohesive texts (Eggins, 2004; Derewianka, 
2011). AL is a register variation that consists of specific field, tenor and mode choices that are 
typical in linguistic interactions in the classroom (Schleppegrell, 2012). 
These three register variables (field, tenor, and mode) that make up the context of a situation 
determine what Halliday calls the three metafunctions, or general social functions, for which 
we utilize language (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014): 

● Ideational metafunction (field): realizes the ways in which language represents the 
experiences and ideas an author or speaker expresses and connects events; 

● Interpersonal metafunction (tenor): realizes how language is represented as an 
interaction or an exchange between speaker and listener, or reader and writer; 

● Textual metafunction (mode): realizes how language is expressed as a coherent and 
cohesive message (Derewianka, 2011; Martin & Rose, 2007).   
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These metafunctions are intertwined with each other throughout every text or chunk of 
discourse, simultaneously working together to accomplish all three social functions (Martin & 
Rose, 2007).  
Metalanguage 
One important tool that SFL theorists embrace and recognize as crucial to this approach is a 
common, shared language for talking about language, or a metalanguage (Martin & Rose, 
2007). While the SFL terminology may initially be a little overwhelming, it provides a way to 
raise awareness about language and connect this knowledge in a meaningful way to the social 
purposes for and the contexts in which language is being used. It also allows teachers and 
students to categorize language at the grammatical, discourse, and societal levels, exposing 
patterns and making meaning (Schleppegrell, 2013).  
As contexts, and therefore the language within them, are always changing, and the texts that 
students encounter are constantly becoming more complex and diverse (Gebhard et al. 2014), 
an understanding of genre and register and function provides one with the ability to anticipate 
the language choices typical of specific situations and texts valued by the dominant culture 
(Christie & Derewianka, 2008; Derewianka, 2011; Tardy, 2011). As such, this approach has 
been put forth as an equitable approach to literacy instruction for culturally and linguistically 
diverse populations (Humphrey, 2018). It provides a way to scaffold MLs by directly 
instructing them vis-a-vis the purpose, organization, and linguistic features of each genre that 
they are expected to navigate and to produce in school and a way to explicitly teach AL as a 
meaning-making process (Gebhard et al., 2014; Hodgson-Drysdale, 2016). Research has 
shown that this instructional model benefits students by providing them with opportunities to 
study different linguistic demands in context, integrating language learning with content 
learning (e.g., Paugh & Moran, 2013). As a result, numerous educators have embraced an 
SFL-based pedagogical approach in order meet the demands of AL and to make the language 
across disciplines more accessible and transparent for elementary students (e.g., Accurso et 
al., 2016; de Oliveira, 2011; Brisk, 2014, 2020; Gebhard, 2019). Although there is an 
emerging body of work that embraces this approach, there is still a need to specifically 
address how AL manifests in texts across elementary content areas.   

Methodology 
This study focuses on an analysis of content area texts in textbooks written in English. Our 
goal is to identify academic language features so teachers are afforded ways to engage 
students in linguistic aspects that support their development of academic content knowledge 
and language.  
Data Collection 
The larger data set for this study comes from a corpus of English language arts, science, social 
studies, and mathematics textbooks published by McMillan, McGraw-Hill, and Houghton-
Mifflin in English and Spanish. We focused on the textbooks written in English for this 
particular article. These textbooks are currently being used with students in dual language 
programs in the Broward and Palm Beach school districts in Florida.  
Data Analysis 
We analyze several elementary-level texts across content areas with the aim of demonstrating 
and illustrating different language patterns. We included a children’s picturebook that is 
designated at a second-grade reading level (Scholastic, 2019), excerpts from fourth-grade 
social studies and second-grade science textbooks, and two word problems taken from third 
and fourth-grade mathematics textbooks. When selecting these texts, we utilized purposeful 
sampling (e.g., Patton, 2015) from a larger data set. We also tried to include texts across a 
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variety of grades and disciplinary areas. We used de Oliveira and Schleppegrell’s framework 
(2015) for textual analysis to reveal the meanings of content area texts. This framework 
guides us to focus on the three metafunctions described above, represented by three questions 
presented in Table 2. 
Table 2 
Areas of Meaning, Questions, Academic Language Challenges, and Focus of Analysis (based 
on de Oliveira & Schleppegrell, 2015) 
 

Area of 
Meaning 

Question to Guide 
Analysis 

Feature of Academic 
Language 

Focus of Analysis 

Ideational 
metafunction: 
Presenting 
content 

What is going on in 
the text? 

Use of content-
specific language  

● Abstractions  
● Technicality 

Definitions and 
explanations 

Sentence constituents: 
Participants, processes, 
circumstances 

Interpersonal 
metafunction: 
Enacting a 
relationship 
with the 
reader 

How does the author 
enact a relationship 
with the reader? 

Mood choices to 
connect with the 
reader 

Mood choices: 
● Declarative 
● Interrogative 
● Imperative 

 
Use of you to connect to 
readers 

Textual 
metafunction: 
Constructing a 
cohesive 
message 

How is the text 
organized? 

Cohesive devices and 
zig-zag structuring 

Cohesive devices and 
links to construct a 
message that holds 
together and builds from 
clause to clause 

  
In our results section below, we present examples to showcase some features of academic 
language. We encourage teachers to employ this framework and identify the textual meanings 
presented in the textbooks they work with. In turn, this knowledge can inform their instruction 
of MLs. Teachers can teach their students how to recognize and make sense of these 
meanings for themselves, providing them with additional access to the academic content and 
language of content area texts, including those in textbooks. 

Results 
Language and Literacies Across Elementary Content Areas 
English Language Arts  
The English language arts focal text analyzed in this article, Stand Tall, Molly Lou Melon 
(Lovell, 2011), is a colorful picturebook about a first-grade student, Molly Lou Melon. This 
protagonist is "just taller than her dog" (p. 2), with "buck teeth that stuck out so far, she could 
stack pennies on them" (p. 6), and a voice that sounds like "a bullfrog being squeezed by a 
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boa constrictor" (p. 10). In spite of her unusual appearance, Molly Lou Melon has an 
extremely high self-esteem, due to sage advice given to her by her grandmother. A 
complication arises halfway through the narrative when Molly Lou Melon moves to a new 
school and encounters a bully, Ronald Durkin, who makes fun of her appearance. Thankfully, 
her strong sense of self-worth helps her face and overcome each of his sneers, making friends 
with her classmates in the process. In the end, Molly Lou Melon’s kindness and determination 
overcome this issue, and Ronald Durkin becomes her friend.  
Ideational metafunction. In the book Stand Tall, Molly Lou Melon (Lovell, 2011), the author’s 
choice of structural organization, analyzed as a cohesive device that relates orientation to the 
resolution, enables clearer relation of the experiences of the main character, which further 
develop the moral of the story. Orientation, the genre stage that makes up the first portion of 
the book, is delineated by four structural repetitions. Each initial structural repetition in the 
orientation presents the reader with one of Molly’s perceived weaknesses, which is followed 
by a piece of advice she receives from her grandmother, bounded by the phrase so she [Molly] 
did (e.g., see Text 1: Excerpt 1). Once she moves schools, the next genre stage, complication, 
is composed of four different structural repetitions in the complication, in which Molly is 
presented with a situational obstacle at her new school which she overcomes by implementing 
her grandmother’s advice.  

Text 1: Excerpt 1 (Advice)  
Molly Lou Melon stood just taller than her dog and was the shortest girl in the first 
grade. She didn’t mind. Her grandma had told her, “Walk as proudly as you can and 
the world will look up to you.” So she did. (Lovell, 2011, p. 2) 

The four pieces of advice in the orientation are followed by an equal number of 
implementations in the complication (e.g., see Text 1: Excerpt 2). The matching of advice and 
its implementation form a mirrored pair. The story is composed of four mirrored pairs. The 
convergence that occurs after Molly moves schools allows the mirrored pair structure to 
reinforce the author’s message that perceived deficiencies can be strengths.  

Text 1: Excerpt 2 (Implementation)  
On the first day of school, Ronald Durkin called her “SHRIMPO!” in gym class. 
When the game started, Molly Lou Melon caught the football, ran under the legs of 
Ronald Durkin, and scored a touchdown. All the children thought, “Wow, she’s 
good!” and Ronald Durkin felt very foolish. (Lovell, 2011, p. 22) 

At the end of the book, a fifth mirrored interaction becomes a reversal of the initial advice 
implementation pattern. The fifth pair is localized to the last pages of the book during which 
the result of implementation, Ronald handing Molly a penny, is followed by Molly relating 
the result of a piece of advice back to her grandmother. This fifth interaction, the resolution, 
serves to provide structural demarcation of Molly achieving agency over her situation, 
indicating personal growth beyond needing to follow her grandmother’s situational advice.  
Interpersonal metafunction. For interpersonal metafunction, we analyzed the mood choices 
declarative, interrogative, and imperative that support interaction and exchange of meanings. 
Declarative sentences typically present statements such as, “Molly Lou Melon stood just taller 
than her dog and was the shortest girl in the first grade.” Imperative sentences typically 
present commands such as, “Walk as proudly as you can and the world will look up to you.” 
Interrogative sentences (e.g., “Where did you put the book?”) were not present in this text. 
The structure of the orientation consists of a declarative sentence that introduces the reader to 
the perceived weakness, and a declarative sentence that relates Molly’s perspective. The 
declarative sentences are followed by an imperative sentence that provides the grandmother’s 
actual advice.  
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Textual metafunction. The initial participants, the characters in the story who either act on or 
are acted upon (Derewianka & Jones, 2016), are Molly Lou Melon and her grandmother. The 
pronouns used in the first part of the story always relate to Molly Lou Melon, whereas the 
grandmother is always referred to by her title. By reserving the pronouns for Molly and 
referring to the grandmother by title, the author further humanizes Molly and reinforces the 
idea of the grandmother as the provider of advice.  
Although the story shifts locations and characters when Molly moves schools, the pronoun 
use with regards to Molly stays relatively unchanged. In the later portion of the book the new 
primary participant is Ronald Durkin, who serves as an antagonist who creates situations that 
relate to the advice dispensed by the grandmother. The other new participants are “other 
children,” who function as a bellwether to gauge Molly’s successful implementation of the 
grandmother’s advice. In each case, the majority of the pronouns refer to Molly Lou Melon, 
whereas Ronald Durkin and the other children create contextual situations or are acted upon 
by Molly (e.g., see Text 1: Excerpt 3).  

Text 1: Excerpt 3 
On the fourth day of school, Ronald Durkin said that she’d made the snowflake all 
wrong. But Molly Lou Melon opened up her paper and revealed the most beautiful 
snowflake of all. All the children oohed and aahed, even Ronald. (Lovell, 2011, pp. 
27-28) 

Social Studies 
The second text analyzed (Text 2) was extracted from a fourth-grade social studies textbook, 
Our Country and Its Regions: Volume 1 (Banks et al., 2009). This excerpt entitled “A Nation 
Is Born” is the third lesson of the first unit and covers the tension and protests that took place 
between the colonists and Great Britain, with a strong focus on the issue of taxation without 
representation and the resulting Boston Tea Party. This text sets the stage for the American 
Revolution as “more people began talking about independence” (p. 26), which ultimately 
would result in the birth of a new nation, the United States of America. Organized 
chronological order, the text enables students to follow a timeline of which events occurred. 

Text 2: A Nation is Born 
Many of the colonists were already angry because Great Britain had said they couldn’t 
settle west of the Appalachian Mountains. Settlers wanted those lands. When Great 
Britain’s lawmakers (called Parliament) made them pay taxes, they got even angrier. 
They said Great Britain was being unfair. The colonists were also upset that they 
didn’t have any representatives in Parliament to vote. The people in Great Britain did. 
Some colonists thought about having a revolution to break from the government, but 
most colonists didn’t want that at the time. All they wanted was the same rights as 
people in Great Britain. 
When the government passed a tax on tea, the colonists were angrier than ever. First, 
they refused to buy the tea. Then, they decided to show Great Britain exactly what 
they thought of the tax. One night, a group of men sneaked on board three British 
ships in Boston Harbor and dumped a load of expensive tea overboard. The event, 
known as the Boston Tea Party, made the British government furious. 
Great Britain wanted to punish the colonists for dumping the tea. It forbade the 
colonists to hold town meetings and closed the harbor until the colonists paid for the 
tea they had dumped. Colonists couldn’t pay for the tea if the harbor was closed—
that’s where half of the people in Boston worked. This made the colonists angrier. 
People began to worry that they might starve. By the spring of 1775, things were very 



Luciana C. de Oliveira et al. /Journal of Narrative and Language Studies – August 2021, Volume 9 – 
Issue 17 

235 
 

tense in Boston. The colonists finally felt the situation had gone on long enough. They 
were going to do something about their problem. More people began talking about 
independence. The British government sent soldiers to Boston and said that it was to 
“protect” the colonists, but Britain wanted to show the colonists that it had control. 

Ideational metafunction. Text 2 describes the situation between Great Britain and the settlers 
before the founding of the United States of America. The content shows the importance of 
circumstance in social studies. Circumstance is typically realized in a prepositional phrase or 
adverb, but also refers to the processes that take place in a certain time, space, and condition 
(Fang & Schleppegrell, 2010). This can also be seen as the where, when, how, and why of the 
process (de Oliveira & Schleppegrell, 2015). The following phrases, circumstances of time 
and place, situate the reader within the time period during which the processes took place: 
One night; the event known as the Boston Tea Party; by the spring of 1775. 
Additionally, the text introduces different participants such as colonists, settlers, people in 
Great Britain, a group of men, Great Britain, and half of the people in Boston. These 
participants can be tracked through identification from the start of the text to the end (Martin 
& Rose, 2007). Although the author has used specific participants such as settlers and British 
Government, they also use inferred participants through the use of it, and they. Throughout the 
text, participants’ actions were defined by verbs such as worked, closed, dumped, sneaked, 
and wanted. These types of verbs can identify processes such as doing, thinking, saying or 
being (Diaz & Deroo, 2020; Martin & Rose 2003; de Oliveira & Schleppegrell, 2015).  These 
particular processes in the example are doing worked, closed, dumped, sneaked and thinking 
(wanted). 
Interpersonal metafunction. Throughout this history text, declarative sentences such as the 
following are used to relay a message to the reader: “When the government passed a tax on 
tea, the colonists were angrier than ever” (p. 25). This shows the author stating to the reader 
another reason why the colonists’ anger was increasing. The text is structured as presenting 
information so the author uses declarative sentences to accomplish that. After the Boston Tea 
Party passage, the authors ask “Which came first, the Stamp Act or the tax on tea?” (p. 25). 
This prompts students to consider the sequential order of the tax acts imposed by Great 
Britain.  
Textual metafunction. Like many history texts, authors present information in a structured text 
that builds from clause to clause. This text used a zig-zag structure to construct a message 
about the colonists’ reactions to Great Britain. The participants of this passage are the 
colonists, as shown in the first sentence of the example. The use of they in the next two 
sentences refers back to the colonists and their response to the tea tax: “When the government 
passed a tax on tea, the colonists were angrier than ever. First, they refused to buy the tea. 
Then, they decided to show Great Britain exactly what they thought of the tax” (p. 25, 
emphasis added). Pronouns are also used for other participants. For example, in the sentence 
“It forbade the colonists to hold town meetings and closed the harbor until the colonists paid 
for the tea they had dumped” (p. 26), the participant it refers back to Great Britain presented 
as a participant in the previous sentence. 
Science 
The passage analyzed in this article (Text 3) was taken from a second-grade textbook, 
Science: A Closer Look (Hackett et al., 2008). It is the first out of three lessons in Chapter 
Nine, which is dedicated to the overall understanding of matter. The lesson, entitled 
“Describing Matter” (pp. 296-299), provides definitions of three key words (matter, mass, and 
property), which are followed by sample sentences utilizing the vocabulary.  

Text 3: What is matter?  
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Matter is anything that takes up space and has mass. Mass is the amount of matter in 
an object. The water that you drink is matter. The air you breathe is matter. Matter can 
be natural or made by people. We use matter every day.   
Different objects have different amounts of mass. A truck has a lot of mass. A pencil 
has a little mass. Does a book have more mass than a flower? Yes! A book feels 
heavier if you try to pick it up. We can use a balance to measure and compare mass.   
How can you describe matter?  
You can describe matter by talking about its properties. A property is how matter 
looks, feels, smells, tastes, or sounds. Matter can feel smooth, rough, soft, or hard. 
Matter can be thick or thin. Matter can be living or nonliving.   
There are many ways to talk about matter. Matter can be solid, liquid, or gas.   

Ideational metafunction. Text 3, extracted from a second-grade science textbook, Science: A 
Closer Look (Hackett, Moyer, & Vasquez, 2008), provides readers with the definition of 
matter. There are two main participants in the passage: matter and mass. The process types 
used with both participants are mostly being processes, such as is, can be, and can feel. The 
being process is is used consistently in most of the clauses in the first paragraph with the 
participants matter, mass, the water that you drink, and the air you breathe. When the 
participant is we or you, the process type used is doing, such as use, can use, and can 
describe.  
Another key participant in the passage is property. There is no extensive technicality; 
however, technical terminology (matter, mass, property) is realized as participants linked to 
being processes, whose qualities are described as definitions. The text uses simple clauses 
linked through conjunctions of addition (and) and alternative comparison (or).    
Interpersonal metafunction. As a science text, this passage provides definitions and examples 
using the declarative mood. Three declarative sentences use the second-person pronoun you as 
a means to connect to the audience, enacting a relationship between author and readers (e.g., 
“the water that you drink”). This relationship is also demonstrated by the interrogative mood 
choice in the question “Does a book have more mass than a flower?,” followed by the 
affirmative response “Yes!” Additionally, the exclamation point contributes to the 
interpersonal metafunction, demonstrating a positive affect as well as a conversational 
element to the text. This spoken text format can be interpreted as another choice made by the 
author to connect to the readers. 
Textual metafunction. The passage contains mostly independent clauses ending with periods. 
When conjunctions are utilized, they connect independent and dependent clauses (e.g., Matter 
is anything that takes up space and has mass). Additionally, the passage includes some 
examples of zig-zag structuring, demonstrated in: 
You can describe matter by talking about its properties. A property is how matter looks, 
feels, smells, tastes, or sounds.  
The concept “properties” is introduced in the sentence that precedes the definition of 
property. Other examples with the use of pronouns include the following clauses (“if you try 
to pick it up” with it referring to the participant a book; and “by talking about its properties” 
with its referring to the participant matter). 
Mathematics 
The two mathematics texts analyzed in this article are word problems chosen from two 
McGraw-Hill Education math workbooks (McGraw-Hill, 2018), one at the third-grade level 
and the other at the fourth-grade level. In both texts, the participants are performing grade-
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appropriate and relatable actions (e.g., swimming, doing homework) that have quantifiable 
elements (e.g., number of animals, time spent).  
Ideational metafunction. Both word problems (Texts 4 and 5) focus on participants who 
actively perform different process types. In the third-grade problem, the participants Chen and 
Alex are connected to processes of sensing (see) and doing (count). The task posed by the 
math problem, however, utilizes the processes of being (are) and saying (explain), two 
common types of processes for questions and directions. As the latter sentences are meant for 
the readers, there is an implied participant linked to the saying process (you).  

Text 4. Third-Grade Word Problem. 
Chen and Alex see 1 cat and 3 dogs. They count to see how many animals in all. Chen 
counts the dogs first and then the cat. Alex counts the cat first and then the dogs. Are 
the sums different? Explain. (McGraw-Hill, 2018, p. 24) 
Text 5. Fourth-Grade Word Problem. 
Megan spent 930 minutes last month swimming, and she spent 1,395 minutes doing 
homework. If she spends 1,240 minutes this month swimming, how many minutes will 
she spend doing homework if she increases the time spent by the same amount? 
(McGraw-Hill, 2018, p. 31) 

The fourth-grade problem only uses the participant Megan, who is described spending time on 
two activities (swimming, doing homework). These doing processes that begin with the verb 
spend, describe how much time Megan dedicated to the tasks. In addition, this process is used 
to ask the reader to calculate the time spent in a particular manner.  
Interpersonal metafunction. Both math word problems contain various mood choices. The 
first sentence in Text 4 is in declarative mood and orients the reader to the context of the 
problem situation. The next three sentences, also in declarative mood, are part of the 
information sequence that presents information needed to solve the problem. The text ends 
with the process explain in imperative mood as a request for an explanation not just 
computation. Text 5 follows a similar pattern, starting with a sentence in declarative mood 
that functions as both to orient the reader and also provide the information sequence needed 
for students to solve the problem. The word problem continues with a question that starts with 
an -if clause and then asks a question in the interrogative mood. 
Textual metafunction. The two word problems contain mostly independent clauses ending 
with periods. In Text 5, the conjunction if is used twice to introduce the query and as part of 
the query: If she spends 1,240 minutes this month swimming, how many minutes will she 
spend doing homework if she increases the time spent by the same amount? If clauses are 
common in mathematics word problems and other mathematical tasks (Schleppegrell, 2007). 
In each word problem, students are also prompted to explain their answers in writing, 
allowing a space in which students have linguistic agency (e.g., choosing between EL and 
AL), compared to an otherwise rigid problem-solving structure. By framing the mathematical 
processes in real-world situations (e.g., seeing cats and dogs, balancing schoolwork and 
sports), students are provided an opportunity where they may be able to relate to their 
fictional peers (the participants) and can incorporate both EL and AL. 
Together, the textual features identified in these content area texts show some characteristics 
of AL. Next, we discuss some key findings from our analysis. 

Discussion 
Knowledge Base for Teaching Content: What Elementary Teachers Need to Know about 
Academic Language 
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We frame this discussion around what our analysis has revealed about academic language 
features in content area texts and what elementary teachers need to know about academic 
language in order to meet the needs of their MLs. Our analysis showed four key aspects of 
academic language common across content areas: content-specific vocabulary, information 
packaging and lexical density, content focus and organization, and formality and precision. 
Content-Specific Vocabulary. One of the most identifiable aspects of academic language is 
content-specific vocabulary (Zwiers, 2014). While many ELA texts (e.g., picturebooks, 
novels) encountered by elementary students are composed of familiar vocabulary embedded 
within storytelling language that exemplifies the dynamic and fluid qualities of common, 
everyday language (Fang & Schleppegrell, 2010), the language of disciplinary texts for the 
content areas of social studies, science, and mathematics often tends to be technical and 
abstract. For example, Text 1 is centered around topics with which students are highly 
familiar (interactions with friends, family, and bullies). Depicting actions and feelings, the 
vocabulary in this text is similar to that which would come up during non-academic 
conversations. In contrast, the social studies, science, and mathematics texts we analyzed have 
specialized, content-specific vocabulary (e.g., colonists, rights, parliament, matter, mass, 
property, sums), even in early grades, resulting in higher lexical complexity (de Oliveira, 
Sembiante, & Ramirez, 2018). These terms are less likely to appear in everyday language, and 
several can pose additional challenges to MLs due to the differing meanings they can hold, 
depending on their context. For example, property could be used to refer to possessions, or it 
could be used more abstractly, as it is in Text 3, to refer to the attributes of something. In 
order to explicitly attend to the language needed for understanding, teachers can provide 
definitions and facilitate connections between new academic vocabulary and everyday 
language while working with students to explain and define disciplinary concepts 
(Derewianka, 2011). As teachers work with students to recognize and utilize context-specific 
vocabulary, they provide MLs with a point of access into the registers of each subject 
(Adams, 2003; Schleppegrell, 2007). 
Information Packaging and Lexical Density. Authors often begin with a specific somebody 
or something, but then use pronouns to identify the participants (Martin & Rose, 2007. Thus, 
when teachers work with students, they should concentrate on the participant(s) to ensure 
students can keep track of the who is doing/feeling/being which often coincides with the 
clause subject(s). Furthermore, the processes in social studies texts are typically in the past 
tense (Derewianka & Jones, 2016). Some verbs can be easily identified as in past tense 
because they are regular verbs with -ed, but other verbs such as got and said require a context 
to identify that the words are indeed referring to the past. Additionally, these verbs can pose a 
challenge to students since they need to differentiate whether the words are in the past, 
present, or future tense. 
All of the passages include sentences in the declarative mood, presented as statements that 
inform the reader and also establish a connection between the author, the reader and the 
material presented to the reader. The interrogative mood can be seen in the science and math 
passages. The question in the science passage is used to connect to the readers before 
providing them with the answers. On the other hand, the math passages pose questions which 
readers are meant to answer, since they are part of the task. Moreover, the majority of the 
passages consists of independent clauses, connected by the conjunction and. Although the 
language present in each text is adapted to elementary grade levels, instances of AL can be 
identified in the use of conjunctions such as if and because, present in the social studies and 
math passages. Teachers need to be aware of how information is packaged and how density is 
created in content area texts to help students understand the content of the passages. 
Content Focus and Organization. The content focus and organization indicated by the 
ideational metafunction analysis set the context in which the content is presented to the 
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reader. Across all four subject areas, the layouts and language served to highlight the primary 
characteristics of each discipline (i.e. what type of ideas or skills the discipline prioritizes). 
For the English language arts passage, the ideational metafunction structure indicates a focus 
on the nature of the subject area as learning a moral, or main idea, of a story. The repetitive 
folded structure of the passage brings the reader’s focus towards learning the main idea of 
implementing the grandmother’s advice. The structure and language of the social studies 
passage highlights understanding historical context by repeatedly drawing attention to the 
time and place of events. The contextual focus is further drawn out by the placement of the 
historical actors (e.g. settlers, the British soldiers) using past tense verbiage. The science 
passage is structured using language that brings the content specific information to the 
forefront by setting the participants as the words being defined (matter and mass). As the 
passage continues, the participants matter and mass stay the focus, consistently drawing 
attention to the goal of learning their definition. The mathematics passage provides a structure 
through which the reader is drawn to the conceptual process. The passage, while seemingly 
about two participants’ actions, follows a progression through which the reader’s attention is 
consistently being drawn to the mathematical process represented by the actions.  
Formality and Precision. All texts chosen were at the elementary level across multiple 
content areas. Our analysis of the interpersonal metafunction shows specifically the use of the 
second-person pronoun you. At the elementary level, we see instances of the pronoun you, but 
this is less and less common as the grade levels advance (de Oliveira, 2019). The text chosen 
for ELA, Stand Tall, Molly Lou Melon (Lovell, 2011), connects the reader to the 
grandmother’s advice through an imperative statement. This can be seen as a type of 
command through its use of you (e.g. “Walk as proudly as you can and the world will look up 
to you.”). Similarly, the science text on “Describing Matter” uses the second-pronoun you to 
connect with the reader (e.g. “You can describe matter by talking about its properties”). These 
instances of the use of you reflect a closer connection to everyday language, perhaps to 
connect with students (Gibbons, 2003). The social studies and mathematics text do not have 
specific use of the pronoun you. However, texts in all four content areas become more formal 
and precise in language as the grade levels progress. It is important for teachers to identify the 
connections to readers through the use of the pronoun you in the lower grades and how this 
changes across grade levels as the academic language features change to more formal and 
precise language. 

Conclusion and Implications 
The number of multilingual learners in content area classrooms is continually increasing. 
With students’ academic success strongly tied to their writing skills and ability to use 
academic language, it is necessary to emphasize that teacher preparation in this area is critical. 
Educators need to find effective ways to help this population of students develop strategies for 
literacy development in the early grades, so they are prepared for the more challenging 
content that they are presented with as they progress through the educational system.  
While our analysis showed some important academic language features, there may be other 
features that have not been highlighted. However, this work revealed particular academic 
language demands for MLs. When teachers are able to identify these features and the 
demands they pose for MLs, teachers can be better prepared to address them in the classroom. 
Teachers can recognize these demands to develop MLs’ linguistic repertoires so they can 
participate more fully in content area classrooms. 
The analysis of some textual features of academic language in different content areas 
presented in this article shows some important areas for pre-service teacher education. 
Teacher education programs should incorporate an explicit focus on developing pre-service 
teachers’ knowledge of academic language and discuss differences and similarities of AL in 
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the content areas. This discussion could occur in literacy methods courses or any course that 
prepares teachers to work with MLs. Beyond the United States, courses that prepare English 
as a foreign language teachers could incorporate scholarship such as the present article to help 
future EFL teachers understand AL and EL. The four identified key aspects of academic 
language identified above could be a focus of attention in teacher education programs 
worldwide so pre-service teachers understand some of the academic language demands for 
MLs. 
We hope to see more studies that identify features of academic language in different content 
areas to highlight how AL can be further developed and supported in elementary classrooms. 
Research that shows how features of AL are taught to multilingual learners would be 
beneficial to identify how teachers can focus on these in classrooms at all levels of schooling. 
Finally, studies investigating the application of SFL in teacher education could emphasize 
how these features could be taught in preparation programs and applied in classrooms by pre-
service and in-service teachers. 
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