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& English learners (ELs) in the United States have too often been
denied access to rich and complex texts, especially informational texts
(August & Shanahan, 2006). This is highly problematic because access
to texts is integral to building content knowledge, expanding vocabu-
lary, and nourishing students’ interests and motivations to read. Rec-
ognizing the importance of informational text in the reading diets of
students, the Common Core State Standards recommend that, over
the course of students’ careers, the balance of opportunity should
shift, with each grade level, toward the reading of informational text.

One of our primary goals has been to ensure that rich and complex
informational texts have a presence in the curriculum of elementary
grade English learners. But this is only the beginning. English learners
then need support in accessing the ideas in these texts. Teachers can
provide this support by building prior knowledge (Goldenberg, 2008),
using graphic organizers to teach text structure (Echevarria, Short, &
Powers, 2006), and through vocabulary instruction (Vaughn et al.,
2009). It has also been well documented that, even when English
learners have word-reading skills in the average range, syntactic aware-
ness persists as an area of difficulty and impedes comprehension
(Lesaux & Geva, 2006). This means that learners also need help
understanding how language works at a discourse level, where linguis-
tic choices of different kinds build meaning in a text. To respond to
these learner needs we have been developing approaches that support
teachers in talking with learners about how English works in the texts
they encounter and produce in school contexts.

The primary tool that we have been drawing on, in collaboration
with teachers in Grades 2 through 5, is the metalanguage associated
with systemic functional linguistics (SFL) (Halliday & Matthiessen,
2004; see Eggins, 2004, for an introduction). Metalanguage refers to
language about language and includes both using terminology to refer
to language as well as engaging in talk about language and meaning
(Schleppegrell, 2013). To illustrate, consider the following. A segment
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from an earth science text states: “The wind and water are examples
of natural causes of erosion. But people cause erosion too.” When a
teacher asks, “What does it mean that the author has started this sen-
tence with the connector but?” she is using metalanguage to help stu-
dents recognize that but signals something unexpected in a text. This
provides useful information that readers can use to interpret and learn
from that text at the same time they develop knowledge about lan-
guage for reading other texts as well. In this instance, readers are on
notice that to understand erosion of the earth’s surface, one must look
to both natural causes, such as wind and water, and also to human
activity.

Our vision is that children develop and hone the use of metalan-
guage as a tool in the context of lively discussion, argumentation, and
collaborative talk about text. In this brief report, we will identify the
conceptual framework and guiding principles informing our research,
describe the context in which we are conducting this research, and illus-
trate the ideal enactment of instruction informed by our framework.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND GUIDING
PRINCIPLES

The theories of language that inform our work come from sociocul-
tural theory; in particular, the writing of Vygotsky (e.g., 1986) and
Halliday (e.g., 1978). Both Vygotsky’s and Halliday’s theories are also
theories of language development with implications for education
(Wells, 1994). Key tenets of their theories are that children learn by
participating in interactions with others, and so simultaneously learn
language and learn to do the things that the community (in this case,
the classroom community) does with language. Children’s learning is
supported when their meanings are co-constructed by interlocutors
who follow their intentions and support their meaning-making
through assistance that builds on what they know and leads them
toward new learning. Hence, our perspective is consistent with emer-
gentist views of second language (L2) development that prescribe
interaction and feedback in meaningful contexts, supported by explicit
attention to language itself (e.g., Ellis & Larsen-Freeman, 2006).

Informed by these theories, we have adopted the following princi-
ples in our research and development project:

• Second language learning, in contexts of schooling, is best sup-
ported through opportunities for children to engage in interac-
tion with each other and the teacher in meaningful curricular
activities.
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• Second language learning and teaching needs to be responsive
to children’s level of cognitive development, using grade-level
content that supports instructional goals, as determined by
national, state, and district standards, for which children and
teachers are held accountable.

• With appropriate scaffolding, L2 learners can participate in
complex meaning-making activities. Consistent with sociocul-
tural theory, we conceive of scaffolding as a process in which
teachers and students negotiate meaning while participating in
shared activities within a supportive context (Palincsar, 1998).
For example, while reading the earth science text referred to
above, the class is collectively discussing how the information in
the text is supporting them to understand why—and under what
conditions—we have earthquakes and volcanoes; this is the
shared activity. Furthermore, the teacher uses graphics and
video to enhance the students’ sense-making of the ideas in the
text; these are examples of supports. In addition, these discus-
sions highlight an additional source of support: conversations
about the language of the text itself. This brings us to our next
principle.

• Students’ attention needs to be focused on the ways language
works to make meanings in the texts they read and write. Meta-
language is a resource for this, and the power of metalanguage
is enhanced when children experience metalanguage use as
readers and writers and through talk about text.

• Even young children can be supported to learn about the
domain-specific ways in which language is used (e.g., science
texts are often written to provide descriptions and/or explana-
tions; metalanguage can provide insight into how the author is
advancing descriptions and/or explanations). In our case, the
text is selected so that it is developmentally appropriate; the
demands of the text and the purposes for reading, in turn,
determine what aspects of the metalanguage are appropriate.

CONTEXT OF OUR LANGUAGE AND MEANING
RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT

We have been conducting research with second- through fifth-grade
teachers and students in an urban context in the Midwestern United
States where the majority of the children in the classrooms are English
learners who speak Arabic, and for whom—in some cases—Arabic is
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the dominant language in their homes and community. In this con-
text, many of the children have limited opportunities to engage with
the language of school subjects in their out-of-school experiences. To
support the teachers in this context, we are developing tools and prac-
tices that teachers can use to (a) engage children in close analysis of
meaning in text, (b) talk about the language of those texts to support
children’s literacy development in English, and (c) enable children to
use the language they are learning in their own writing.

We are using an iterative design process in which we partner with
the teacher participants in our research to develop curricula (texts
and lessons) that are consistent with the district’s educational stan-
dards, pilot those curricula in select classrooms, revise the curricula,
conduct professional development with all of the participating teach-
ers, carefully observe teacher enactment of the curricula in case-study
classrooms and collect measures of student learning, and then revise
the curricula, informed by these data. Our goal is to identify ways that
the metalanguage of SFL can support children in talk, reading, and
writing in grade-level curricular activities.

AN ILLUSTRATION

We present an abbreviated example of our curriculum and instruc-
tion, drawing from lessons that were designed to support children to
read science texts and write arguments that drew upon evidence from
those texts. In the reading activities, teachers and children explored
how meaning is presented at the level of the sentence and the text as
a whole. Teachers learned specific strategies for focusing children on
ways they can argue for a position using text-based evidence—helping
students make a claim, cite textual evidence to support that claim, and
say how that evidence links back to the claim. These are key expecta-
tions of the new Common Core State Standards that teachers in the
United States need help in implementing.

We scaffolded both the reading and the writing through talk about
language and meaning, using a variety of strategies from sociocultural
theory more generally and from functional linguistics in particular. We
have little space here to report on the full range of activities we sup-
ported, but will focus on one language feature of science that is rele-
vant both for reading and writing: the notion of likelihood. In our
curriculum, calling attention to the ways that authors signal likelihood
occurs opportunistically. The text selection drives the choice to teach
likelihood; and moreover, whereas teachers might step outside the text
to offer a mini-lesson on likelihood and give children practice identify-
ing language forms that present likelihood (see discussion below), the

TEACHING ISSUES 619



expectation is that students are refining their understanding of likeli-
hood in the context of reading and interpreting text in which it is
important to consider issues related to likelihood.

Careful use of linguistic resources for expressing likelihood is
important in writing about science, where writers need to present evi-
dence in ways that accurately reflect the state of knowledge about that
evidence. Writers need to indicate whether the evidence they cite defi-
nitely supports a claim or only shows some degree of support for a claim.
One focus our instruction took, then, was on the language resources
that authors use to temper the strength of a claim or to indicate cer-
tainty about the evidence presented. Likelihood calls for use of modal-
ity, a grammatical system that is known to be challenging to ELs
because it uses language that conveys subtle degrees of commitment.
In addition, the grammar of likelihood draws on a range of language
resources including modal verbs (may, could, might), modal adjuncts
(maybe, possibly), adjectives (the potential value. . .), nouns (there is a pos-
sibility that. . .), whole clauses (it is likely that. . .; it is possible that. . .) and
other language forms. Whereas we share the metalanguage terminol-
ogy with teachers, with the belief that this is useful content knowledge
for teaching, the focus of the conversation with the students is on the
language itself, in context.

Teachers begin by introducing students to the concept of likelihood
—that authors often show how likely something is to happen and/or
how sure it is. Teachers and students first explore the ways likelihood
is used in talking about everyday concepts (e.g., discussing whether it
will rain tomorrow), and then explore how the same language
resources are used in science texts. Teachers draw children’s attention
to the specific language that indicates likelihood, helping them see
the ways writers of science texts choose their language carefully to be
accurate about findings or predictions. This feature of the curriculum
illustrates how we attend to children’s cognitive development and scaf-
fold from everyday understandings to more complex understandings.

One pedagogical tool we introduced for making likelihood a focus
of discussion and raising students’ awareness about their options for
meaning-making in context was a likelihood scale on which students
could categorize language they encountered as expressing low, middle,
or high degrees of likelihood.1 The high end of the likelihood scale
uses no modality at all; it is certain. Middle likelihood uses language
that indicates less than certainty, and low likelihood introduces lan-
guage that presents options as only possible. In the context of a brief

1 The reader may be interested to learn that scientists do, in fact, employ a likelihood
scale in their writing and have agreed to a quantification of that scale (e.g., Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change).
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(10- to 15-min) mini-lesson, students practiced identifying and using
language from the likelihood scale and adding examples to the scale
to recognize the range of language resources through which these
meanings are made. This feature illustrates how we engage students in
the use of metalanguage to both interpret text and compose text.

Then, as they read science texts, children identified the ways likeli-
hood was introduced into the texts and added those language forms
to the likelihood scale. This feature illustrates what we mean when we
say that our instruction relies upon careful scaffolding. As the texts
they were reading were providing them with evidence they would use
in writing an argument about the issue they were engaged with, stu-
dents discussed how sure the author was about the evidence being pre-
sented, as indicated in the likelihood language that is used. That kept
the focus on meaning in context and supported the children in learn-
ing to write arguments with reasoned evidence.

For example, in one fourth-grade classroom, students were reading
about the devastating invasion of cane toads in Australia and were
introduced to the range of solutions that scientists and officials, eager
to control the invasion, have considered. At one point, the text sug-
gested introducing meat ants as a possible solution to the cane toad
problem. The teacher asked the students to use the likelihood scale,
posted on the wall, to talk about how sure the author was about
whether the meat ants might slow the cane toad invasion. The stu-
dents have read: “The cane toads’ toxins are not likely to affect the
meat ants.” When the teacher asked, “Can we say the toxins from the
toad don’t affect the meat ants?” a student replied “It’s not likely, it
doesn’t, like they’re not definite, they’re in the middle.”

Through this close analysis of meaning, students engaged in oral
rehearsal for writing about the evidence presented in the texts they
read, practicing interpreting degrees of likelihood to focus on the ways
they could present the likelihood of the evidence they used in their
arguments and to adjust the strengths of their own claims. As the chil-
dren engaged in group work to develop evidence for and against the
meat ant solution and added it to a chart at the front of the room,
the teacher again focused them on how definite they were in making
claims about evidence. As one of the students argued for the meat ant
solution, she said, “I think this is a good idea because, uh, it will, uh
decrease the population of, uh toads and the ants will help that.” The
teacher asked the class how sure this is and whether the student needs
some likelihood words. Another student responded, “she said the word
will and we’re not that sure.” When asked what they could say instead,
a student volunteered, “most likely.” In our research, discussions of
text are typically followed by asking students to write to a prompt that
provides the teacher and researchers evidence of the sense-making
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each student has engaged in during the course of the discussion; the
writing also provides an opportunity to determine whether students
are taking up the metalanguage to support their own writing efforts.

This example illustrates several of the principles that follow from
our theoretical understanding and guide our work:

• The metalanguage supports teachers in engaging ELs in talk
about language that helps them understand and write complex
texts.

• Interaction about how the language means what it does, both in
small group work and in whole-class interaction, provides oppor-
tunities for students to use language in ways that support their
learning of disciplinary meanings.

• ELs can work with grade-level texts and tasks when they are sup-
ported with a focus on meaning in context through interaction
with a teacher who is able to use meaningful metalanguage to
guide them in developing understanding about language and
meaning.

In today’s standards-based learning contexts, we need to draw on
theories of language, language development, subject-matter learning,
and second language learning that provide a coherent basis for sup-
porting children’s development of the language resources they need
for success at school. We have found the theories discussed here to be
valuable resources for guiding our thinking about students, teachers,
texts, curriculum, and language development over time in the context
of schooling.
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