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Overview

• Key questions, brief background

• Language Demands Taxonomy
– Academic Language Functions

– Language Complexity

• Findings

• Implications

• Continued examination

• Next steps
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Key Question:

What is the nature of the language
that students need to meaningfully
engage with and achieve academic
content?
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That is…

Given the expected student outcome
(content, learning), how do we
expect students to use (receive,
produce) language to acquire and
demonstrate understanding of the
content?
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Content and Academic Language

What is the relationship?

Content Academic Language

Content Academic Language

Academic Language
Content Note: We recognize the

importance of linguistic skills and
socio-functional language;
however, the focus is on
academic English language.
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Standards

Assessment Curriculum/
Instructional
Practice

What do the data suggest regarding the
relationships?

•Content topics

•Cognitive demand

•Language demand

•Language complexity
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Language Demands

2008
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Language Complexity—Density

Length ranges from a word to paragraphs
 Some variation in words and/or phrases in
sentences/paragraphs
 Repetition of key words/phrases/sentences
introduces new or extends information
 Language is used to present critical/central details,
but non-essential detail also is presented
 Some abstraction; language may or may not be used
to define/explain abstract information; illustrative
language may or may not be used; technical
words/phrases are used
 Graphics and/or relevant text features may or may
not reinforce critical information/details

Length ranges from a word to paragraphs
 No/little variation in words and/or phrases in
sentences/paragraphs; consistent use of language
 Repetition of key words/phrases/sentences
reinforces information
 Language is used to present critical/central details
 No/little abstraction; language reflects more
literal/concrete information; illustrative language is
used; language is used to define/explain abstract
information
 Graphics and/or relevant text features reinforce
critical information/details

HighLow

2008
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Language Complexity—Construction

Some common/familiar words/phrases; some
uncommon words/phrases, compound words, gerunds,
figurative language, and/or idioms
 Language may or may not be organized/structured
 Varied sentence construction, including complex
sentence construction
 Some passive voice
 Variation in tense
 Multiple ideas/details per sentence
 Some less familiar/irregular construction
 Some less familiar text features

(e.g., pronunciation keys, text boxes)

Mostly common/familiar words/phrases; no/few
uncommon words/phrases, compound words, gerunds,
figurative language, and/or idioms
 Language is organized/structured
 Mostly simple sentence construction
 No/little passive voice
 Little variation in tense
 Mostly one idea/detail per sentence
 Mostly familiar construction

(e.g., ’s for possessive; s and es for plural)
 Mostly familiar text features

(e.g., bulleted lists, bold face)

ComplexSimple

2008
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What we’re finding…
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1. A common language for language…
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The taxonomy is applicable to a range of content:
ELP, ELA, mathematics, science

Excerpted example
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2. Mode matters…
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Excerpted example

There often are differences in the expected receptive and
productive language of students, as reflected in our
standards, assessments, and curricula.
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3. Language complexity is complex…
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Excerpted example

There is a range of language complexity in our
students’ language, and density and construction
appear to affect this complexity.



17

4. Language is interaction…
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Excerpted example

There is an interaction between the language demands
and language complexity we present to and expect from
our students.
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Analysis and discussion about:

-what’s intentional?

-what’s appropriate?
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Math assessment

ELD standards

•Similarities/differences
•Intentional?
•Appropriate?

Example: Language Demands in Two Documents

Excerpted example
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Instructional Practices (% time):
•Silently read books or other written material of their own choice (40%)
•Use computers or other technology (25%)
•Listen to the teacher read aloud (10%)
•Use a work center/station (25%)

Example: Language Demands and Instructional Practices

ELD standards: Language Demand & Complexity
(receptive/productive)

•Similarities/differences
•Intentional?
•Appropriate?

Excerpted example
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Language Demands and Assessment Content (Productive)
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Language Demands and Assessment Content (Receptive)
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Continue Examination
• Typical/common associations between:

– Content topic and language demand(s)
– Content topic and language complexity
– Cognitive demand and language demand(s)
– Cognitive demand and language complexity

• Typical/common clusters of language demands
• Typical/common progressions of language
• Existing instructional practices that address the

language needs of our EL students?

…for a given grade level?
…across grade levels?
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Implications
• Facilitates a shared understanding and

responsibility for student academic language
development
– Common nomenclature for content and language

specialists
• Supports a cohesive system of standards,

assessment, and instruction
• Informs instructional planning and

prioritization
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Next steps

•White paper on the language
taxonomy
•Interpretation guide for language
demands and language complexity

Related work:
•Language progressions
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If you have questions or would like
additional information, please contact

Edynn Sato, Ph.D.
esato@wested.org
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