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G 
iven the increasing linguistic diversity in 

international school classrooms, there is 

still relatively little attention paid to actively 

planning for language development. There is a common 

misunderstanding that simply teaching the curriculum 

in English is sufficient to for students to learn English 

This belief is flawed on many levels. Firstly, it is not 

supported by language acquisition research: years of 

research on immersion education have shown clearly 

that simply using the new language as the vehicular 

language for teaching does not automatically produce 

fluency or accuracy (Lyster, 2007). Therefore, this 

approach often produces students who have excellent 

comprehension skills and speaking skills, but are lacking 

in their ability to "Tite with the levels of language needed 

to be academically proficient. Secondly, it neglects the 

very real experience of students who are expected to 

learn a language while also learning in that language 

- a double challenge that is rarely recognised and 

acknowledged in classrooms and in assessment. And 
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"A strongframework 

for language objectives 

starts with.functional 

language goals " 

finally, it neglects to adhere to the standard for all other 

teaching that happens in schools, which is that we plan 

for learning. 

In every other subject, teachers have a curriculum 

to follow, and plan learning, classroom experiences, 

and assessments to meet the curricular goals for their 

classes. When it comes to language learning, we follow a 

curriculum for foreign languages, we follow a curriculum 

for English language and literacy, and yet when it 

comes to planning for EAL/ELL in the classroom, there 

is often no plan at all. Students are given support in 

different ways, and some schools do use a curriculum for 

withdrawal classes for new learners, but when students 

are mainstreamed they habitually face learning English 

to a high academic level with no consistent programme 

for development and tracking of their language progress 

outside the normal school processes designed for native

speaker learners. 



Making language a part of the 
curriculum 

" .. .including systematic and explicit language 

instruction that is linked to students' com1mmicative 

needs Is important in promoting additional-language 

proficiency even when content is the vehicle for 
teaching." (Genesee & Hamayan, 2016, p. 33) 

Students who are learning language and learning 

through language face a double challenge in our schools. 

They are learning a new language, and attempting to 

learn content through that language simultaneously. 

Generally, this is happening alongside native speakers 

of English ( or other school language), and the two very 

different cohorts are taught and assessed on the same 

curriculum and schedule. Supporting language learners 

overtly across the curriculum will give them a better 

chance to not only learn English more quickly (or any 

other language of instruction) but it will also provide 

them with better access to the curriculum. Planning for 

language growth in the curriculum starts at the same 

place as any other planning: setting objectives. 

The inclusion oflanguage objectives should be mandated 

consistently across subjects in primary school as well as 

in secondary school. Every unit or theme, whether it be a 

PYP Unit of Inquiry, a Maths unit or a unit on basketball, 

has language involved in understanding content and 

needed for producing content. The planning process 

starts with the following questions: 

1. What language do students have to learn to be able to 

access this curriculum content? 

2. What opportunities are presented by this content to 

develop students' broader language skills? 

A strong framework for language objectives starts 

with functional language goals which relate to what the 

students will need to do with language (i.e. describing, 

comparing, predicting, sequencing, etc.). The chosen 

functions will inform the kind of language structures 

needed, and will be a starting point for vocabulary 

development. A second source of input for vocabulary 

development is to look at the three tiers of vocabulary: 

Tier 1 (everyday language; Tier 2 (cross-disciplinary) 

and Tier 3 (Academic) vocabulary. Planning for and 
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integrating language objectives across the curriculum is 

not always straightforward, as the planning documents 

for most curricula do not include clear and specific 

space for this aspect of planning. Teachers need to 

include in their planning specific information about 

what language will be developed in their teaching, 

alongside the subject specific content. If this space is not 

on the current planning system in use, schools need to 

create their own space or additional documentation to 

ensure that language objectives are set consistently and 

unambiguously. 

Developing a school-wide language 
development trajectory 

There are a variety of starting points for developing a 

school-specific language trajectory. A wide variety of 

vocabulary lists is available online for all subjects, and 

there is particularly good support for the Academic 

Word List (AWL: Tier 3). While these resources can be 

a good first step, they should be considered as a starting 

point, and not an end point. Each school has a particular 

approach to education, and a particular implementation 

of the chosen curriculum. The language trajectory should 

include that which is key for learning within the school 

itself, and not only from outside sources. This creates 

a 2-step process, with the first step being developing 

a draft language learning trajectory from outside 

sources and the second step being the refinement of 

this trajectory to reflect the the specific curriculum and 

pedagogy of the school. 

A good school-wide language development trajectory 

will contain documentation that tracks the development 

of functional language both horizontally and vertically, 

as well as bespoke vocabulary development (both Tier 2 

and Tier 3, and potentially also Tier 1 for young learners) 

for each year group, by subject. The consistent use and 

implementation of this resource will make certain that 

language development is being overtly attended to across 

the curriculum, thus providing better scaffolding for 

language learners. 

Planning for learning 

The process of planning for language development is 
best embedded within the regular curricular planning, 



rather than being a separate process. Much like unit or 

topic planning, planning for language works well within 

a backwards by design model (Wiggens & MacTighe, 

2005). 

1. Set learning objectives and other 
relevant objectives 

2. Design or identify summative assessment: How 
will you evaluate success? 
What language 1s involved in the assessment? 

3. Set language objectives: Identify the necessary 
language needed to learn within the unit and 
successfully complete the summative assessment 
(functions, structures, vocabularly) 

4. Plan learning engagements to build towards 
learning and language objectives 
Plan for language support 1f needed (EAL, other) 

The planning system essentially requires the addition 

of one extra step, which is setting language objectives. 

These are set by topic/unit, and over the academic year 

will ensure the coverage of the language trajectory for 

that year group. Integrating the language objectives into 

the unit plan, and connecting them to the assessment 

assures that the students will have scaffolding 

throughout the unit that builds the functions/structures/ 

vocabulary necessary to be successful in the summative 

assessment. Putting a system such as this into place 

often requires collaboration between subject/classroom 

teachers and EAL specialists, as initially setting language 

objectives can be challenging for teachers without 

language teaching training or experience. 

What is the pay-off? 

Developing a school-wide language trajectory, 

integrating a language-rich planning system and 

pedagogy are all significant challenges for a school. 

It is a longitudinal journey and results may not be 

immediate. Despite the challenges, research clearly 

shows that programmes that include overt and explicit 

focus on language as connected to the curriculum 

and context provide learners with the potential to 

improve not only in language development but also in 
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subject-area performance, which makes it a worthwhile 

undertaking for any international school. These benefits 

are not limited to supporting language learners; they 

also provide excellent scaffolding and differentiation 

for English native speakers in their development of 

academic English, and for students ·with other areas of 

challenge. Overall, attending to language development 

as a discrete element of teaching in English provides 

the potential for students to develop academic English 

across the curriculum more efficiently than through an 

immersion-only model. 
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