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When is the time for content-based English?
Marshall R. Childs Special to The Daily Yomiuri 

Content-based English language instruction is becoming a popular topic in Japan these days. The basic idea is that subjects other than English, such as mathematics, physical education and so on, are taught in English rather than Japanese. The educational principle is that students can absorb English along with the content of the course. If it is done right, content-based instruction is a very effective way of teaching English. 

In April, the Education, Science and Technology Ministry named 16 schools to become pilots in a program to expand English-language education beyond the scope of the official curriculum. These schools have been dubbed "Super English Language High Schools" (SELHis). In July, the ministry announced that it had set a target of 100 such schools in three years. 

One SELHi is Chuo High School in Gunma Prefecture, soon to become a six-year integrated middle-high school. According to the Gunma Prefectural Board of Education, "While creating a Japanese-English synergy, students will get used to English as, little by little, the proportion of English is increased. Classes will begin with the English names for familiar things, such as symbols for the elements in chemistry." Gradually, English will be used for more complex things, the board said. 

I admire the courage of the administrators in Gunma Prefecture who dare to teach content-based English beginning in middle school. There are many obstacles to overcome and many decisions to make. 

Japanese and English are very different languages, mostly because the basic sounds (frequencies and overtones used to make speech sounds) are different, but also because the vocabularies and standard patterns of making meaning are different. These sounds and patterns are firmly established in the brain by the time most students finish primary school. 

Normally, content-based instruction in a new language is begun at a very early age--kindergarten or the first grade--when young brains can soak up a new language easily. Katoh Gakuen in Numazu, Shizuoka Prefecture, operates a successful immersion program on this basis. Originally, Katoh Gakuen had planned to begin such instruction at the secondary school level, as the school in Gunma Prefecture and some other SELHis are now planning to do. But, after studying immersion programs elsewhere in the world, Katoh Gakuen decided to begin at the beginning. 

"Content-based" language instruction generally means that a second language is used in teaching a subject other than the language itself. The word "immersion" generally means a school program in which 50 percent or more of the school day is conducted in a language other than the students' native language. 

Experts use the term "late immersion" to describe content-based programs that begin in middle school. Late immersion can work well for returnees or children of bicultural families. And it can work for a few highly motivated students who have been studying English on the side. But, in general, late immersion is difficult for students who have no prior knowledge of English. 

Besides students' lack of readiness to receive content-based English, there are several other difficulties that will be encountered by any program that strays from Japan's time-honored practice of teaching English as a body of knowledge rather than as a communicative process. 

Many people, even some teachers, simply cannot imagine that learning English is anything other than memorizing vocabulary and rules of grammar. Such people stubbornly resist any departure from what they know and, intentionally or not, the effect of their efforts is to diminish or defeat new programs. 

Practical steps for SELHis 

At any age, learners pick up meaningful language more easily than isolated pieces of language. In principle, then, content-based English is likely to be effective. The only caution is that new language must be within the zone of what the student is ready to learn next. Otherwise, new language falls on deaf ears. 

SELHis have to decide to what extent they want classes to be content-based. One possibility is to offer content-based classes as an alternative to regular classes for those students who can handle them. Another possibility is to continue to teach content courses in Japanese but, in addition, to give special attention to English words that apply to the subject matter. Gunma's example of teaching the names of the chemical elements in English seems to fit this description. 

One of the principles of successful content-based teaching is that material taught in English should not be repeated in Japanese. Students who have difficulty are given supplemental instruction in English; they know they cannot expect explanations in Japanese. But classroom teachers, especially if they speak Japanese, come under pressure to explain educational content in Japanese as well as English. 

Curriculum writers have the difficult task of planning each class in terms of both the content and the English language that is used. Time and again, they will be urged to simplify and reduce the English that is put before students. If they agree to such changes too often, the program will be gradually whittled away. 

Another decision is whether to hire native speakers of English to teach content courses. Such teachers, certified in their own countries to teach particular subjects, can offer valuable experiences to students. In comparison to speakers of Japanese, native speakers of English are less tempted to explain things in Japanese, and they automatically produce normal English sounds, rhythms and intonations. 

Native speakers of Japanese who teach English have two advantages: They hold licenses to teach in Japan, and their pronunciation of English, however imperfect it may sound to a native speaker, is readily understood by Japanese students. 

In introducing a new program, there is a strong need for information exchange with all concerned, especially teachers and parents. The goals and the expected results of a content-based program need to be explained honestly, sensitively, and as many times as necessary. 

=== 

Lessons from pilot schools 

It will be useful to check with people who have experience at introducing content-based English into schools. Eight designated pilot primary schools are introducing English as a regular subject. Such schools were described in a Daily Yomiuri article on Nov. 5 (a translated story from The Yomiuri Shimbun, under the title "Pilot primaries focus on practical English"). One of the eight pilot schools is Narita Primary School in Chiba Prefecture, which gives each student 20 minutes of English every day in a program begun six years ago. The school has discovered that English reading and writing, formerly considered taboo in primary schools, are useful for giving students a natural balance of English ability. 

Another pilot primary school is Amano Primary School in Osaka Prefecture. At the school, the pleasant surprise was that the program tapped into a pent-up demand. Students are keen to learn English and are demanding opportunities to use it in real situations. To the teachers, it must have felt like drilling for water and striking an oil well. The school has been forced to find ways for students to use English. Students have interviewed foreigners, established an English "newspaper," and held teleconferences with students in Hawaii. 

Now the pilot primary schools are working on transitions, as primary school graduates enter middle schools and, later, high schools. The goals will be to continue developing the English skills students have already gained, and to feed, rather than squelch, their enthusiasm. The plan for secondary schooling must continue to offer opportunities to communicate, rather than to concentrate on textbook training in English. 

We can learn two valuable lessons from pilot primary schools. First, students entering school are very enthusiastic about learning English. Second, content-based English is best begun in primary school. 

It seems clear that the teachers and administrators at pilot primary schools can give good advice to the Gunma Prefecture education board and SELHis that are planning to introduce content-based programs. I trust that the ministry is promoting exchanges of views among education systems that are planning or operating content-based programs to teach English. 

Meeting the Challenge of Content Instruction
by Judie Haynes & Judith O'Loughlin 13 May 1999
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Discover how the standards movement currently sweeping the US will have a positive impact on the education of ESL students, while also presenting instructional challenges to ESL and mainstream professionals.
The standards movement which is sweeping the United States has directly impacted on the curriculum and methodology of K-8 ESL programs. Second language learners, as well mainstream students, will now be required to learn state-prescribed content curriculum and often demonstrate this knowledge through performance on state-mandated tests. In addition, TESOL's ESL Standards for Pre-K-12 Students has focused attention on the learning needs of ESL students by bridging the gap between the traditional ESL curriculum and the development of academic proficiencies. Although these mandates will have a positive impact on the education of ESL students, they will present instructional challenges to ESL and mainstream professionals who 

The role of today's ESL teacher is expanding. The TESOL Pre-K-12 Standards help to facilitate the incorporation of content-based instruction into ESL curriculum. However, content materials used by ESL students in subject area classes must be adapted to provide comprehensible input in science, mathematics, social studies, and language arts. ESL teachers will need to provide inservice for mainstream teachers, helping them learn how to adapt their content area curriculum to the language needs of their ESL population. 

How can this be done? Where do you start? Inservicing mainstream faculty in some of the basic tenets of second language acquisition, methodology, and terminology is a necessary first step. Then, ESL teachers need to demonstrate techniques for adapting content area instruction. The following areas should be addressed: 

1. What advance preparation is necessary before instruction? 

2. What teaching techniques best serve second language learners? 

3. What learning strategies do ESL students need to develop? 

4. How can teachers accurately monitor the comprehension of English language learners? 

5. How can a classroom be more effectively organized for content instruction ? 

6. How can teachers design realistic assessment for ESL students to match their developing comprehension? 

Advanced Preparation is essential

Before a mainstream teacher stands in front of the classroom, advance preparation is essential in order to provide necessary adaptations in content area instruction and materials for second language learners. Teachers must consider what they should do to make the content information accessible to their ESL students. They need to determine the language level of instruction appropriate for the ESL students in their class. Teachers should: 

· Evaluate their second language learners' listening comprehension skills. How much do they understand? 

· Simplify the language of instruction, not the concept being taught. 

· Work toward depth, not breadth of information, presenting materials in a clear, concise, comprehensible manner and eliminating all peripheral, nonessential information. 

· Impart information through oral, visual, auditory, and kinesthetic learning modalities. 

· Use graphic organizers, such as webs, Venn diagrams, and charts, to make information more accessible to second language learners. Content materials present text which is too dense for second language learners. 

· Present content area vocabulary and concepts using realia, picture files, and hands-on activities. 

· Examine their ESL students' backgrounds and learn how their past experiences will effect learning. The impact of students' backgrounds on learning will depend on the their previous schooling, home languages and cultures, and the concepts important to those cultures. 

· Understand that ESL students may not have experience with all of the concepts being taught in American schools. For example, concepts such as freedom and democracy, perceptions of time, and right to privacy may be different or non-existent in many cultures. 

· Build background knowledge before teaching a lesson. 

One of our roles as ESL and bilingual specialists is to encourage mainstream teachers to employ teaching techniques which make content area information more accessible to our students. Here are some ways this can be accomplished:

Getting Mainstream Teachers Involved

Simplify the language of abstract concepts by retelling content information in easier English. Use simple sentence structure (verb-subject-object) and high frequency words. Avoid the passive tense and compound and/or complex sentences. In questions, avoid negative phrasing, such as "all...but," "except," or "which answer is not?" In this type of questioning students are required to first comprehend all the information, match the correct facts to the question, and finally weed out the one incorrect item.

Actively help students build connections and associations in order to access background knowledge or previously taught information. This can be accomplished through teacher-prepared outlines and study guides. 

Provide students with written as well as aural messages. Outline what you are saying on the chalkboard or have a classmate take notes for second language learners. 

Always write assignments on the chalkboard. This will ensure that your ESL students know what the homework is. 

Modify the assignments for newcomers. Choose one question or a few key vocabulary words for them to learn. This technique allows students to participate, but doesn't overwhelm them.

Allow more advanced English language learners to tape your content lessons so that they can listen to what you have said as many times as necessary. 

Provide concrete examples of vocabulary words through the use of visuals, such as flash cards, games, and puzzles. 

Model "Think-Alouds" to increase student comprehension. "Think-Alouds," are orally or physically demonstrated by the teacher. They show ESL students what strategies they should use to determine the correct 2:51 PM; locate information within a text; or to organize study materials. 

Directly teach learning strategies. Teachers should demonstrate how to organize information in outline form, how to select the main idea and supporting details, and how to sequence and summarize. Techniques such as marking essential concepts and vocabulary with a highlighter, labeling diagrams, using word banks, and organizing information on various types of graphic organizers, maps, graphs, time lines. and flow charts, are important skills for second language learners to acquire. Learning strategies empower our students to become active learners rather than passive recipients of information to be memorized. 

Content-Centered Language Learning

Joann Crandall, University of Maryland Baltimore County

Although estimates of the number of language minority students in U.S. schools vary, there is consensus that the numbers are rising dramatically. "Increasingly, the American classroom is multiethnic, multiracial, and multilingual at all levels" (Crandall, 1992). In response, a number of program models have been developed to meet the needs of language minority students, many involving the integration of language and content instruction. In addition, attention to the lack of foreign language proficiency among Americans has led to the development of a number of foreign language programs that integrate academic content into language instruction. In this approach, the second or foreign language is used as the medium of instruction for mathematics, science, social studies, and other academic subjects; it is the vehicle used for teaching and acquiring subject specific knowledge.

This Digest discusses the rationale for integrating language and content instruction and provides an overview of some of the program models and teaching techniques that focus on this approach.

Why Use Content-centered Instruction?

In the United States, Krashen's theory (1982) of second language acquisition has influenced the development of integrated instruction at all levels. Krashen suggests that a second language is most successfully acquired when the conditions are similar to those present in first language acquisition: that is, when the focus of instruction is on meaning rather than on form; when the language input is at or just above the proficiency of the learner; and when there is sufficient opportunity to engage in meaningful use of that language in a relatively anxiety-free environment. This suggests that the focus of the second language classroom should be on something meaningful, such as academic content, and that modification of the target language facilitates language acquisition and makes academic content accessible to second language learners.

Cummins (1981) argues that individuals develop two types of language proficiency: basic interpersonal language skills and cognitive academic language proficiency. He suggests that these two types of proficiency vary according to the degree of context available to the individual and the degree of cognitive challenge of the task. Social language can be acquired in 1 to 2 years, but the level of proficiency needed to read social studies texts or solve mathematics word problems can take 5 to 7 years to develop (Collier, 1987).

Integrated language and content instruction offers a means by which English as a second language (ESL) students can continue their academic or cognitive development while they are also acquiring academic language proficiency. It also offers a means by which foreign language students can develop fuller proficiency in the foreign language they are studying. In foreign language or two-way bilingual immersion programs, in which a portion of the curriculum is taught through the foreign language, some type of integrated language and content instruction appears to be essential.

Program Models

Content-based language instruction. In this approach--also called integrated language and content instruction--ESL, bilingual, or foreign language teachers use instructional materials, learning tasks, and classroom techniques from academic content areas as the vehicle for developing language, content, cognitive, and study skills. The second language is used as the medium of instruction for mathematics, science, social studies, and other academic subjects. Instruction is usually given by a language teacher or by a combination of the language and content teachers.

Sheltered subject matter teaching. This approach involves adapting the language of texts or tasks and use of certain methods familiar to language teachers (demonstrations, visuals, graphic organizers, or cooperative work) to make instruction more accessible to students of different English proficiency levels. This type of instruction is also called sheltered English or language-sensitive content instruction and is given by the regular classroom or content teacher, or by a language teacher with special expertise in another academic area (Brinton, Snow, & Wesche, 1989).

Theme-based. In these programs, a language curriculum is developed around selected topics drawn from one content area (e.g., marketing) or from across the curriculum (e.g., pollution and the environment). The goal is to assist learners in developing general academic language skills through interesting and relevant content.

Sheltered instruction. Here, a content curriculum is adapted to accommodate students limited proficiency in the language of instruction. This model was originally developed for elementary foreign language immersion programs to enable some portion of the curriculum to be taught through the foreign language (Genesee, 1987). It is commonly used in immersion and two-way bilingual programs (Met, 1991) and has been adapted for use in second language programs with large numbers of limited English proficient students of intermediate or advanced English proficiency.

Language across the curriculum. This is the name given to content-centered instruction that involves a conscious effort to integrate language instruction into all other curricular offerings. This may include the development of integrated curricula and some kind of paired or team teaching.

In schools where enough students share a common first language, bilingual programs using sheltered instruction have been developed. In one program, students move from content instruction in their first language to sheltered-content instruction in English, and then to mainstream classes where they are integrated with English-speaking peers. They receive content-based ESL as well (Freeman, Freeman, & Gonzales, 1987).

For schools with insufficient numbers of language minority students to create sheltered language programs, the techniques for sheltering instruction can be implemented in classes with both native and non-native English-speaking students.

Adjunct model. This model links a specific language learning course with a content course in which both second language learners and native English speakers are enrolled. The courses share a content base, but the focus of instruction differs. The language teacher emphasizes language skills, such as academic reading or writing, while the content teacher focuses on traditional academic concepts. This model requires substantial coordination between the language and content teacher; usually the ESL teacher makes the extra effort of becoming familiar with the content. An adjunct program is usually limited to cases where students have language skills that are sufficiently advanced to enable them to participate in content instruction with English speaking students.

Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach (CALLA). This approach combines language, content, and learning strategy instruction into a transitional ESL approach for upper elementary and secondary students of intermediate or advanced English proficiency (Chamot & O'Malley, 1987).

Teaching Methods

There are a variety of strategies and techniques used in content-centered second language instruction. Here, the discussion will be limited to four types of strategies--cooperative learning and other grouping strategies, task-based or experiential learning, whole language strategies, and graphic organizers--that increase attention to academic language learning, contribute to content learning, and encourage development of thinking and study skills. (See Crandall, 1992, for additional information.)

Cooperative learning. In this method, students of different linguistic and educational backgrounds and different skill levels work together on a common task for a common goal in either the language or the content classroom. Cooperative groups encourage students to communicate, to share insights, test hypotheses, and jointly construct knowledge. Depending on their language proficiency, students can be assigned various roles as facilitator, recorder, reporter, or illustrator. Other grouping strategies involve peer tutoring or pairing a second language learner with a more English-proficient peer.

Task-based or experiential learning. In this approach, appropriate contexts are provided for developing thinking and study skills as well as language and academic concepts for students of different levels of language proficiency. Students learn by carrying out specific tasks or projects: for example, "doing science" and not just reading about it (Rosebery, Warren, & Conant, 1992).

Whole language approach. The philosophy of whole language is based on the concept that students need to experience language as an integrated whole. It focuses on the need for an integrated approach to language instruction within a context that is meaningful to students (Goodman, 1986). The approach is consistent with integrated language and content instruction as both emphasize meaningful engagement and authentic language use, and both link oral and written language development (Blanton, 1992). Whole language strategies that have been implemented in content-centered language classes include dialogue journals, reading response journals, learning logs, process-based writing, and language experience stories (Crandall, 1992).

Graphic organizers. These provide a "means for organizing and presenting information so that it can be understood, remembered, and applied" (Crandall, 1992). Graphs, realia, tables, maps, flow charts, timelines, and Venn diagrams are used to help students place information in a comprehensible context. They enable students to organize information obtained from written or oral texts, develop reading strategies, increase retention, activate schema as a pre-reading or pre-listening activity, and organize ideas during the prewriting stage (Crandall, 1992).

Conclusion

Although this Digest has focused on content-centered language instruction in the United States, similar interest in integrated language and content instruction is evident in many parts of the world, especially in countries where English serves as the medium of instruction for part of the educational program.

Among the issues facing content-centered language instruction in the United States is the need for research to evaluate the effectiveness of integrated instruction, specifying optimal conditions for various programmatic effects, including the timing of integrated instruction, the relative effectiveness of different program models, and the use of various instructional strategies, texts, and assessment measures. Teacher training is another concern as the number of second language learners in U.S. classrooms increases. To accommodate this diverse student population, content-area teachers need to know how to shelter their instruction, and language teachers need to learn how to integrate academic language and content better in their classrooms (Crandall, 1992).
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