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Core academic language skills: Operationalizing and assessing a 

pedagogically relevant construct 
 

 

Organiser: NATEDs Track 1 in cooperation with the Department of Education, UIO. 

Responsible: Professor Vibeke Grøver. 

 

Key Lecturer: Associate professor Paola Uccelli, Harvard Graduate School of Education, 

Harvard University, USA. 

 

In addition, PhD students enrolled in the National Graduate School in Educational Research 

(NATED) will give presentations followed by comments and discussion. 

 

Dates: September 24 and 25, 2015. 

 

Hours: September 24 10:00-16:00, September 25 9:00-15:00 

 

Room: Helga Eng’s House, Room 232. 

 

Subject: Academic language (AL) has been used to refer to a constellation of prevalent 

language forms and functions that co-occur with learning-related tasks at school (Bailey, 

2007; Schleppegrell, 2004). Despite a longstanding awareness of AL as developmentally and 

pedagogically-relevant, the construct of AL proficiency has remained either vaguely specified 

or reductively operationalized as academic vocabulary (National Research Council, 2010). 

Informed by this line of research, this course will present recent findings that illuminate the 

relationships between academic language proficiency and reading comprehension. In 

particular, we will focus on the theoretical and empirical evidence that supports an innovative 

inclusive operationalization of an AL proficiency construct, Core Academic Language Skills 

(CALS). In contrast to discipline-specific AL, CALS is defined as knowledge and effective 

deployment of language forms and functions prevalent in school texts across content areas. In 

addition to the theoretical foundation and formulation of this construct, a series of studies that 

used a psychometrically robust instrument to assess students’ variability in CALS as a 

predictor of reading comprehension will be presented and discussed. The potential of a 

CALS-based framework to inform research and pedagogy will be discussed from a 

sociocultural pragmatics-based perspective that views language as inseparable from social 

context and language learning as an ongoing process shaped by individuals’ socialization and 

enculturation histories. 

 

PROGRAM:  

 

Thursday September 24: 

 

10:00 

Vibeke Grøver: 

Opening of the course 

 

10:05 – 11:45 

Paola Uccelli:  

Core academic language skills: In search for a pedagogically relevant construct 
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Academic language, as a key mediator of school literacy and academic achievement, has 

gained increased attention in education. However, beyond academic vocabulary, the 

constellation of skills that comprise academic language proficiency has remained imprecisely 

defined. In this talk, I will present a more inclusive operationalization of an academic 

language proficiency construct, Core Academic-Language Skills (CALS). CALS refers to a 

constellation of high utility language skills, which correspond to linguistic features that are 

prevalent in academic discourse and infrequent in colloquial conversations.  CALS are 

hypothesized to support reading comprehension across school content areas during the upper 

elementary and middle school years. An innovative, theoretically and empirically grounded 

assessment, the CALS Instrument (CALS-I), will also be presented. The CALS-I was 

designed to measure CALS in grades 4 to 8 (ages 9 to 14, approximately) and comprises an 

inclusive, though not exhaustive, set of tasks that have been shown to capture individual 

variability associated with reading comprehension. I will situate this work within a 

sociocultural pragmatics-based theoretical framework that views language as inseparable from 

social context and language learning as an ongoing process shaped by individuals’ 

socialization and enculturation histories. Adopting this theoretical framework, we will end the 

talk with a discussion of the potential of the CALS construct to inform developmental 

research and pedagogy. 

 

12:00 – 12:30  

PhD student Linn Stokke Guttormsen, ISP: 

Temperament, impact of stuttering and negative communication attitudes in preschool 

children who stutter 

 

 

12:30 – 13:15 

Lunch 

 

13:15 – 13:45 

PhD student Silje Systad, ISP: 

What characterizes language impairment in children with nocturnal epileptiform 

activity? 

 

 

14:00 – 14:30 

PhD student Ellen Brinchmann in collaboration with Sol Lyster and Hanne Næss Hjetland, all 

ISP:  

Lexical quality matters: effects of word knowledge instruction on language and literacy 

skills of third and forth grade poor readers 

 

14:45 – 15:45 

In the afternoon talk, Paola Uccelli will further elaborate on the morning lecture in a more 

informal and dialogic way. 

 

 

15:45 – 16:00  

Øistein Anmarkrud: 

Summary of the day. 
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Friday September 25: 

 

9:00-11:00 

Paola Uccelli:  

Assessing core academic language skills: Individual variability in school-relevant 

language skills throughout the middle school years 

In this talk, I will share the results from a number of studies in which we have investigated the 

relationship between academic language proficiency and reading comprehension for U.S. 

English-speaking monolingual and bilingual students from grades 4 to 8 (ages 9-14 

approximately). Using the researcher designed and psychometrically robust CALS-

Instrument, results revealed core academic language skills to be a significant predictor of 

reading comprehension, above and beyond the contribution of word reading fluency, 

academic vocabulary knowledge, students' socio-economic status, and English proficiency 

designation. While it is not surprising that, in addition to academic vocabulary knowledge, a 

broader set of academic language skills would be predictive of reading comprehension, the 

innovation of this work resides in having identified and empirically tested an initial set of 

high-utility cross-disciplinary language skills associated with text comprehension. These 

results, replicated across multiple studies, suggest that after basic word recognition skills is 

controlled for, the variability in students' CALS and academic vocabulary knowledge capture 

the very pedagogically-relevant skills that are typically only poorly indexed by the categorical 

indices of socio-economic status or English proficiency designation.  

 

11:15 – 11:45 

Vibeke Grøver: 

Assessing perspective-taking in young children’s narratives 

 

11:45 – 12:30 

Lunch 

 

12:30 – 13:00 

PhD student Mari Hustad Sandøy, IPED:  

The significance of preschool teachers’ interaction strategies for language minority 

children’s development of language - and emotion comprehension 

 

 

13:00 – 13:30 

PhD student Kristin Rogde, IPED: 

The Effect of Linguistic Comprehension Training on Language and Reading 

Comprehension: A Systematic Review 

 

 

13:45 – 14:45 

In the afternoon talk, Paola Uccelli will further elaborate on the morning lecture in a more 

informal and dialogic way. 

 

14:45 – 15:00 

Conclusion  

Trude Nergård Nilsen 
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Optional books (just as additional resources for those interested in this topic): 

 

Bailey, A. L. (2007). The language demands of school: Putting academic English to the test. 

New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

Berman, R. A. (2004). Language development across childhood and adolescence (Vol. 3). 

Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company. 

Cazden, C.B. (2002). Classroom discourse: The language of teaching and learning (2nd ed.). 

Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Christie, F., & Derewianka, B. (2008). School discourse: Learning to write across the years  
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Halliday, M. A. K. (2004). The language of science - Collected Works of M.A.K. Halliday 

(Volume 5). New York, NY: Continuum.  

Heath, S.B. (1983). Ways with words: Language, life, and work in communities and 

classrooms. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill. 

Heath, S.B. (2012). Words at work and play: Three decades in family and community life. 

New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 

Hyland, K. (2009). Academic discourse. London: Continuum 

Schleppegrell, M. J. (2004). The language of schooling: A functional linguistics perspective. 

Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

 

Duration: 12 hours. A course diploma requires that students attend at least 80% of the course. 

 

Language: English 

 

Credits: 3 credits with documentation, 1 credit without documentation. 

 

Documentation: Submission of paper (8 – 10 pages). The deadline for submission is 

December 1, 2015. The paper is to be submitted electronically to research administrator 

Kathrine Høegh-Omdal. 

 

Admission: PhD students enrolled in NATED will be given priority, but it is also possible for 

other PhD students to apply for the course. 

 

Deadline for registration: September 7, 2015. 

 

Further course information: Please contact , Department of Special Needs Education,  

Kathrine Høegh-Omdal for further information 

 


