
The Role of
Meta-language in
Supporting Academic
Language Development
The purpose of this article is to examine design-
based research in U.S. schools with a majority of
English Language Learners.  Teachers were
supported in using Systemic Functional Linguistics
meta-language.

*Metalanguage can be conceived of  as  both a " thing"  ( terminology)  and
a "process"  ( ta lk  about  language) .  This  s tudy focuses on metalanguage
as a process

How do we learn language?
Language is learned through engagement in activities that enable participants to

use the language resources and interact with others. This engagement allows

individuals to come to know and use new language resources.

A focus on meaning in context and

conscious attention to language

facilitates second language (L2)

development.

Learning through instruction needs

to be supported by calling attention

to how language functions in

different social contexts to achieve

development to advanced levels.

Emergentist Proposal

Theory of Systemic Functional
Linguistics (SFL)

SFL describes language as a social semiotic and offers a functional

grammar that connects language forms with meaning in contexts of

use.

Language proficiency is register specific, related to the different

opportunities learners have to use language for different purposes.

Instruction can help learners recognize that what they “mean” comes out

of the lexicogrammatical choices they make in contexts of use.

Findings

An explicit focus on

language, in the

context of

interaction and

participation in

meaningful activity,

provides conditions

under which both L2

development and

success in school

could be achieved.

Use of SFL

metalanguage builds

students’ capacity to

participate in

challenging L2

learning practices in

the primary grades.

Systemic Functional

Linguistics

Focus

Metalanguage

supports

comprehension by

providing learners

with tools for

parsing language

into meaningful

constituents and

recognizing what

goes together to

make meaning.

Metalanguage

Teachers are seldom

prepared to teach

grammar in

meaningful ways,

and often need to be

convinced of the

value of a focus on

language.

Teachers should

employ new ways of

creating classroom

environments that

support language

learning at the same

time that children are

engaged in content

learning.

Use of metalanguage can

help educators address the

challenges of supporting the

development of L2 learners

throughout their schooling.

Implications for
Teachers and
Educators
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