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Considerations

Selection of Science content

Following para 30 a statement linking language and content needs to be made. 

Content is accessed through language. As well as being responsible for content teaching, the science teacher shares the responsibility for teaching the language learning demands of the science curriculum. 

The language of science is different in many ways to language used in other disciplines and therefore needs to be explicitly taught within the context of science learning. The genres and language features typically valued in the science curriculum include the report and the explanatory genres (e.g. the water cycle), the use of the passive voice (e.g. clouds are formed), nominalisations (e.g. sedimentation, condensation) imperatives (e.g. heat the test tube), technical terms including the use of common words which have a specific meaning in a science context (e.g. ‘attraction’ is likely to mean something different in the science classroom and English classroom, ‘drawing’ a conclusion is different from ‘drawing’ a picture in the art class). The language demands of the science curriculum are highlighted throughout the document and hyperlinked to further explanations and resources to support the teacher. NB this reference to a hyperlinked curriculum document is a reference to the Australian Council for TESOL Association’s proposal for an online document which will allow hyperlinks from the document through to explanations of the language demands of the content and processes within the science curriculum.

Relevance of science learning

Para 33 will be strengthened with the following additions

· and through the use of resources and texts representative of the diverse student cohort in each classroom

·  and explicit recognition and use of the cultural and linguistic experiences they bring to the classroom

Para 34 will be strengthened with the following addition

· Including an understanding there are different conceptual frameworks through which knowledge in the science discipline may be structured.- (e.g. indigenous knowledge of land)

Flexibility and equity

The following additions will strengthen this section

Added Para The science curriculum is accessed through Standard Australian English. Without adequate English language skills students will not have equal access to learning.

Added Para b More than one quarter of students in Australian mainstream classrooms have a language background other than English, including Indigenous students who may speak non Standard English at home. Closer to half of the student population has a cultural background other than a standard Anglo Australian heritage. This curriculum both reflects and utilises this cultural and linguistic diversity.

Added Para c These students present in many ways in our classrooms. They may be indigenous, refugees, migrants, Pasifika, international students or the dependents of diplomats, business people or international students. They may have been born overseas or born in Australia. They may have just started in Australian schools or have been in Australian schools for many years. They may have attended schools overseas and achieved at high levels in their mother tongue, or they may never have been to school in Australia or overseas. They may have experienced interrupted schooling as a result of war, trauma or dislocation. They will all speak varying amounts of English at home and at varying proficiency levels. They may speak a non-standard form of English at home e.g. Aboriginal English or Singaporean English, or they may speak no English at home. They may already be literate in one or more languages, or they may have limited or no literacy skills. 

Added Para d Each of these variables will influence the language learning journey of the student and the ways in which teachers can best help them access the curriculum.

Added Para e Therefore as well as being responsible for content teaching, the history teacher shares the responsibility for teaching the language learning demands of the history curriculum.

Para 38 should add the following

Each teacher must also teach the skills required to successfully complete classroom tasks as students with other cultural backgrounds must learn how to work with the teaching strategies which are valued in Australian classrooms e.g. cooperative group work, expressing opinions, asking questions etc. This is best achieved whilst concurrently understanding and incorporating the variety of learning styles and strategies which students bring with them into the classroom.

Para 46 with its description of the core components provides the ideal place to reemphasise the language demands which are quite specific to the Science discipline. E.g. Order in Stage 1 requires an ability to use sequential markers in language.  If students are to adequately demonstrate their understanding of the larger science concept. Similarly cause and effect in Stage 2 will require efficacy with the use of modals and conditional sentences e.g. If I had done this, what would have happened.

 This reinforces the important points made about language in Para 30. Currently the Science curriculum is locating literacy as a cross curriculum capability rather than a foundational skill needed to access the discipline, however literacy is not generic, it is quite specific to each discipline and needs to be taught within the context of the discipline. Achieving in a subject area requires mastering the ways of thinking, talking, viewing, writing and communicating that defines the discipline area.

Therefore it is critical that each curriculum document, including the Science curriculum, makes transparent the specific language demands of the discipline for each stage of schooling. This can be done effectively within an online document by inserting hyperlinks to the processes in the curriculum document which will require use of language which is quite specific to science. 

For example: Science curriculum Stage 3  paragraph 46 states: ‘students will explain  phenomena’  For the student who is learning English as a second or additional language or dialect this will require teaching a number of language features beyond those typically found in a mainstream literacy continuum, for example; they will need to use the passive voice  and active voice as appropriate e.g. (passive – clouds are formed in Australia, active m- the wind blows…) They will need to use and recognise nominalisation i.e. changing processes into nouns e.g. condensation, evaporation etc 

As the Australian Council of TESOL Associations has previously proposed to the National Curriculum Board, the production of an online curriculum offers exciting opportunities to embed language and professional development in the curriculum document to support the mainstream teacher in meeting these responsibilities. In such a document the phrase ‘explain a phenomenon’ can be hyperlinked to a ‘language knowledge for teachers document’. Further links on that page can lead teachers to teaching resources for teaching passive voice as well as ESL Stages documents to inform teachers whose students are working well below the classroom language level

In our feedback we have provided a snapshot of what the language demands of the curriculum are. It is anticipated that in the next stage of curriculum writing these language demands will be explicitly disentangled from each curriculum document, providing mainstream teachers with scaffolded support to understand the language demands the content and processes of their curriculum area make upon the student.  We are very keen to provide our English language expertise across all curriculum areas to support the Science curriculum writers.

Additional Comments

More than one quarter of students in Australian schools have a language background other than English. Closer to half of the student population has a cultural background other than an Anglo Australian heritage. Thus a national curriculum will necessarily be structured to both reflect and utilise this diversity.

It is important that our efforts to cater to the linguistic diversity aren’t conflated into simply paying attention to ‘literacy’, assuming that doing so will meet the needs of students who speak English as an additional or second language or dialect. Giving these learners access to the new national curriculum requires more than good mainstream literacy teaching.

At the inaugural Ministers of Education Biennial forum in Melbourne, special guest from the UK Sue Hackman told the Ministers, the National Curriculum Board and the other leading educators in the room that the National Literacy Strategy in the UK (of which she is the manager) has not managed to solve the problem of the long tail of underachievement in literacy, and indeed that no educational jurisdiction around the world has, She asked the audience, albeit rhetorically, if anybody had the answer please tell her. 

The answer is, literacy is the wrong lens to be looking through. We start with language and understanding how it works as a system, and then through the lens of context we then see how language differs according to context. This is ‘literacy’. Literacy is specific to each curriculum context and is most effectively taught and learned in context. Each national curriculum document must pay explicit attention to the literacy of its discipline

This is Australia’s chance to answer the question Ms Hackman asked, and to be world leaders. To achieve this, in the first instance, each document must contain a clear statement of the language and cultural diversity of the student population, and the responsibility of all teachers to teach the language and content of their curriculum area through this diversity, rather than in spite of it.

To this end, the Australian Council of TESOL Associations has worked with ESL professionals from around the country have contributed to the feedback provided in this document. 

We have provided a description of the range of students who have a language background other than English as the research tells us that much of this cohort is less visible to the mainstream teacher. All of these students will have cultural backgrounds which differ from the Anglo Australian norm which, not surprisingly, currently dominates in Australian classrooms. A substantial number will be learning English as an additional or second language or dialect and require sustained systematic attention to their language development (which will include, but must not be limited to, the skills we typically attach to mainstream literacy teaching).

We have reminded the reader of the responsibility the mainstream teacher has to these learners. These students spend, by far, most of their entire school life sitting in mainstream classrooms in front of mainstream teachers. The standardised tests tell us they also spend most of their entire school life sitting in the underachieving tail. These students will only move from that position when all their time in schools is spent in front of teachers who are an active and informed part of the solution – the solution being to teach them Standard Australian English through the linguistic and cultural resources they bring to the classroom.
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