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Abstract 

 
Although research often acknowledges the importance of engaging students’ home 
language and culture to bridge to academic literacies in English, few have explicitly 
examined bilingual peers as a resource for language learning. This study explores how 
adolescent immigrant students engaged multiple linguistic codes for language and content 
learning in urban US high schools.  Discourse analysis of peer interactions describes the 
linguistic resources available to Spanish-speaking adolescent immigrant students through 
their peers, and shows that emergent bilingual youth used academic language in both 
Spanish and English most frequently – and in more elaborated interactions – while off-
task or in less supervised spaces. Classroom discourse structures often limited student 
participation, particularly when students utilized non-standard linguistic codes. This 
study addresses the widespread lack of understanding of supportive peer language use 
among linguistic minority students and has strong implications for school policy and 
practice of the additive teaching of academic language. 

 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
More than one in ten students in U.S. schools today face the immense challenge of acquiring 
academic English while simultaneously learning subject-area content in that language (NCELA, 
2011).   Whether recently arrived or born in the U.S., immigrant students classified as English 
learners draw from a range of experiences as they learn to navigate school and academic content.  
Educators today face the formidable challenge of leveraging those diverse experiences to support 
emergent bilingual students in meeting the intensified linguistic and content demands of 
curriculum responsive to Common Core and other standards (Kibler, Valdés & Walqui, 2014). 

Although educators often acknowledge the importance of engaging students’ home language 
to bridge to academic language and literacies in English, in practice the home language continues 
to be conceptualized as a hurdle that linguistic minority students need to overcome in order to 
fully participate in education (Gándara et al, 2010). As new academic standards and the attendant 
focus on attainment of academic English increases, educators have pragmatically shifted away 
from native language support, creating increasingly subtractive learning environments that 
frequently undermine the students they seek to support (Fine et al., 2007; Gándara et al., 2010).  

Challenges to additive teaching of academic language include a widespread lack of 
understanding of supportive peer language use among linguistic minority students. As Leung 
(2005) has argued, strengths-based policy and practice must move beyond the discussion of 
“division of time, curriculum and speakers” to understanding how language is actually used in 
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schooling and account for the effects of language use on language learning (p.238). Research is 
needed to examine how emergent bilingual students scaffold their own language development 
with peer support through the use of multiple linguistic codes in classroom contexts. The 
central tension between what schools think emergent bilingual students do with language and 
how they actually use language has been addressed in scholarship on linguistic repertoire 
(Rymes, 2010) and languaging practices (García & Wei, 2014) as well as in the long tradition 
of classroom discourse analysis about linguistic minority students (Micheals, 1981; Philips, 
1984). Implications for school policy and classroom practice are profound. 
 
 
Conceptual Framework 

 
Over the last 30 years, classroom discourse analysis and education research have described 
home-school discontinuities with poignant clarity (Cazden, 2001; Gee, 1990; Michaels, 1981; 
Philips, 1984; Valenzuela, 1999). Schools have shifted from labeling students who did not speak 
English at home as deficient to awareness of linguistic and cultural differences between home 
and school and have undertaken curricular efforts to bridge the gap.  Focus on linguistic and 
cultural discontinuity, however, has fallen short of the bidirectional sharing of resources 
envisioned by reformers (Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzalez, 1992; Nieto, 1999). Current policies 
and practices still maintain an inherent view of students’ home language as something that must 
be overcome in order to access educational opportunity via academic English (Fine et al., 2007; 
Gándara et al., 2010). 

To fully participate in education in secondary school and beyond, adolescent English learners 
need to acquire specialized vocabulary, sentence, and discourse structures as well as the 
knowledge of when to use them in both oral and written English in order to participate fully 
(Bailey, 2007; Bunch, 2006). Despite the lack of a unified, clear operational definition of 
academic language, education policies hold schools accountable for linear progress from the 
home language towards proficiency in academic English (Menken, 2008). Operational 
definitions of academic language, although broadly referring to the language students need to 
engage in school-based learning, still vary widely in their focus on specific linguistic, functional, 
and contextual features (Anstrom et al., 2010; Bunch, 2006).  Whether language is academic can 
most accurately be assessed within the immediate social context in which it occurs, since usages 
often overlap and a single conversation may contain both academic and conversational language 
(Bailey, 2007). 

In addition to needing to better understand the nature of academic language, educators and 
education policy makers also need to understand language use among linguistic minority 
students, including how peer talk can connect knowledge and abilities in both languages to 
academic English for instructional needs at school.  For newcomer immigrant youth classified as 
English learners, interactions with peers and teachers at school often provide the primary setting 
for opportunities to learn and use academic English. In particular, conversations that offer 
English learners multiple turns to negotiate meaning with their partner(s) comprise an essential 
context for second language acquisition (Gass, 2003; Long, 1996; Swain, 1993). Linguists 
suggest that, during adolescence, peers are the most likely source of such experiences among 
mainstream youth (Eckert, 2000; Fasold & Connor-Linton, 2006) and that classroom features 
including teacher strategies for promoting interaction between students shape peer groups (Gest 
& Rodkin, 2011). For adolescent English learners, language use in informal social settings, such 
as with peers, had the largest effect on oral proficiency in English, taking into account second 
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language use in school as well as age, length of residence, and parental English skills (Carhill, 
Suárez-Orozco, & Páez, 2008).  

Bilingual peers are often overlooked in research, policy, and practice as resources for 
learning academic English. However, knowledge and academic skills that individuals developed 
in their native language facilitated learning academic English (Cummins, 1979; Duran & Weffer, 
1992; Reese et al., 2000) and would be available to support the learning of bilingual peers.  
During adolescence, higher levels of proficiency in Spanish were positively related to bilingual 
strategy use across academic tasks in Spanish and English, including effective use of knowledge 
of Spanish words and syntax to determine the meaning of English cognates in extended texts 
(Hancin–Bhatt & Nagy, 1994; Jiménez, García, & Pearson, 1996; Nagy et al., 1993; Nagy, 
McClure, & Mir, 1997), explicit identification of metalinguistic text features (Jiménez et al., 
1996; Nagy et al., 1993), selective translation (Jiménez et al., 1996), and close analysis of 
syntactic and textual features to make inferences about texts (Miramontes, 1990). At the same 
time, peers play an important role in socializing both mainstream and immigrant adolescents to 
academic behaviors – including homework completion and exchanging concrete pathway 
knowledge – during adolescence (Berndt, 1999; Eckert, 2000; Selman, Levitt, & Schultz, 1997; 
Steinberg, 1996). For immigrant youth, peer support is particularly critical because parents may 
not yet speak or write English well and they may have limited formal education or limited 
experiences with the new school system; consequently they cannot provide adolescent immigrant 
students with the kinds of school support they may need (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2008).  

Decades of immigration have complicated existing racial, ethnic, and social class 
categorizations in the United States, giving rise to unprecedented ethnic and linguistic diversity 
in the nation’s schools (Suarez-Orozco, Suarez-Orozco & Qin, 2005).  In the U.S. today, 
immigrant youth comprise 24 percent of the school-aged population and by 2020 immigrant 
children and youth will make up a third of the US student body (Batalova & Lee, 2012).  Four 
and a half million immigrant students recently arrived to the US or born here are classified as 
English learners or ELLs at school (NCES, 2015), so that in urban secondary schools today, 
youth from incredibly diverse social, linguistic and cultural backgrounds come together and 
interact with each other in both sanctioned and unsanctioned ways. Contrary to the notion that 
increasing opportunities to develop and deploy diverse repertoires across traditional community 
boundaries would democratize our linguistic toolboxes, academic language remains exclusive 
and inaccessible. 

Communities and social networks are no longer as homogenous as they once were, nor are 
individuals so securely tethered to them.  The idea of a community or a network needing only a 
single linguistic code has been problematized by the scale of diversity that has emerged out of 
the new immigration. Vertovec (2007) has called the dynamic, layered, transnational 
communities resulting from complex patterns of migration and new technologies in the modern 
era ‘superdiversity’. In this dynamic and less clearly bounded social milieu, a person’s linguistic 
repertoire may contain the deep, stable knowledge of a fully integrated community member 
(Gumperz, 1971) alongside more ephemeral, limited and specialized knowledge of other 
linguistic codes (Blommaert & Backus, 2012). In her description of the Puerto Rican families of 
el bloque, Zentella (1997) identified seven linguistic varieties which characterized speakers 
across generations, although no one spoke all seven and the codes frequently overlapped.  
Linguistic repertoire moves beyond home-school discontinuities towards a conceptualization of 
multiple linguistic codes as tools for interacting in a linguistically diverse setting:   
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“[r]epertoires enable us to document in great detail the trajectories followed by people 
throughout their lives: the opportunities constraints and inequalities they were facing, the 
learning environments they had access to (and those they did not have access to), their 
movement across physical and social space, their potential for voice in particular social 
arenas.” (Blommaert & Backus, 2012, p. 26).  
 
 

The Current Study 
 
This study explores ways adolescent emergent bilingual students engaged multiple linguistic 
codes for language and content learning in school settings. Ethnography and discourse analysis 
of student interactions were used to contextualize and analyze of academic language use of four 
Spanish-speaking adolescent immigrant students, taking into account the affordances of 
classroom discourse structures and peer talk. Although research often acknowledges the 
importance of engaging students’ home language and culture to bridge to academic literacies in 
English, few have explicitly examined how students scaffold academic language development 
through use of multiple linguistic codes with bilingual peers in classroom contexts. The 
widespread lack of understanding of supportive peer language use among linguistic minority 
students poses a substantial challenge to additive teaching of academic language. This study 
seeks to fill this gap in the literature.  With this goal in mind, the following research aims were 
developed:   
 
1) to describe contexts that afforded emergent bilingual students opportunities to use academic 

language across a school day;   
2) to better understand how adolescent emergent bilinguals use language with peers to support 

acquisition of academic language. 
 
 
METHODOLOGY 

 
Participants and fieldwork 
 
Sample Description. Participants were four Spanish-speaking immigrant students learning English 
as a second language in New York City public high schools.  Data for this study were collected as 
part of a larger mixed methods study documenting the relationship between the linguistic peer 
resources of Spanish-speaking adolescent immigrant students and their academic English 
proficiency (Carhill-Poza, 2015). Discourse analysis of student talk was used to triangulate and 
add depth to empirically established patterns of linguistic peer support by placing them in context 
(Yin, 2003). A stratified purposeful sampling procedure was used to select four representative 
adolescents from among 102 study participants. On average, participants had been in the United 
States for 3.5 years (SD = 2.03) and were 16.5 years old (SD = 1.26). All students were born in a 
Spanish-speaking country, spoke Spanish as their first language, and had entered school in the 
United States between 6th and 9th grade. Participants were from the Dominican Republic and 
Ecuador. Pseudonyms are used to protect the identities of participants. 
 
School Characteristics. Students were recruited from four public high schools in New York City, 
representing typical secondary school contexts for Spanish-speaking immigrant students. The 
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school research sites were sampled to be comparable in size and density of newcomer students. 
Schools exemplified average quality learning environments compared to New York City 
averages for graduation (New York City Department of Education, 2005). The school ethnic 
composition on average was 58% Latino, with white students comprising less than 3% of the 
school population. On average 70.8% of the students attending the school research sites were 
eligible for free or reduced lunch, and 7.9% were recent immigrants.  

Secondary schools with large numbers of English learners in New York City employed an 
array of language program models to meet the needs of adolescent English learners, including 
transitional bilingual education to support both the acquisition of English and passing high-stakes 
content area assessments in the native language (Baker, 2011; Menken, 2008). Students took 
some ESL courses, some bilingual content courses, and some sheltered content in English, the 
ratio set by individual students’ English proficiency level and school policies. All language 
minority students were required to take the New York State English as a Second Language 
Assessment Test (NYSESLAT) each year (Pearson, 2009). The state-mandated assessment 
consists of reading, writing, speaking, and listening subtests and was administered each year to 
students who spoke a language other than English at home until students reached a level at which 
they were no longer eligible for language support services.  
 
Data Collection. Participating schools provided access to students, teachers, staff, and student 
records. Following several months of participant observation in their schools and classrooms, focal 
students were shadowed throughout their school day for a week and were audiorecorded. Each 
participant was equipped with a digital audio recorder that stayed on all day in a manner similar to 
Zentella’s (1997) study. Validity was ensured through the use of multiple sources of evidence and 
through member checking drafts of findings (Yin, 2003).  The researcher was bilingual and 
bicultural 

 
 

Analysis 
 
Analysis of peer interactions drew on interactional sociolinguistics (Goffman, 1981; Gumperz, 
1982) and research in academic language (Bailey, 2007) to focus on understanding interactional 
patterns through turn-by-turn analysis of interactions in context. The importance of social 
context, particularly the role of interpretation by interlocutors and peripheral participants such as 
teachers in conversational exchange (Gumperz, 2003) was emphasized to locate affordances for 
academic language use in peer interactions (van Lier, 2000).  Both verbal and non-verbal cues 
were included in analysis of interactions in order to interpret emergent bilingual student’s 
utterances in light of their full linguistic repertoire (Gumperz & Cook-Gumperz, 2006; Rymes, 
2009).  

Transcripts of focal students’ interactions (defined as at least two turns at talk including one 
turn by the participant) were coded for the context in which they occurred (interaction setting, 
interlocutors, topic of talk, text references) and the language used. Following Bailey and Butler 
(2003), academic language was operationalized as the expression of ideas using recognizable 
academic forms at three levels:  

 
1) lexical: Academic words may be generally academic (e.g., demonstrate, evidence), specific 

to an academic content area (e.g., diameter, abolitionist), or common words used to express 
an academic meaning (three in four, centrifugal force),  
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2) syntactic: Specialized grammar may be used to package content, such as formal definitions 
(A rabbit is an animal with long ears), passivization, relativization, and grammatical 
metaphor, and 

3) discourseL Academic organizers of longer segments of speech or writing include genre 
markers (In conclusion . . .) and intertextual references.  

 
Student discourse was coded for the topic of talk (social, academic, or metalinguistic), 

languages used (Spanish, English, or both), and academic language use (none, vocabulary, 
syntax, and/or discourse structures). Topic of talk was coded such that conversations about 
classes, school texts, or concepts originating in school settings were academic, talk that had 
personal or emotional relevance or was about concepts originating outside school settings was 
social, and reflection on language use, meaning, or correctness, when it occurred outside 
academic or social topics, was metalinguistic. When a topic shifted during a single interaction, it 
was coded as two separate interactions. This allowed coding to identify academic language used 
in the context of social and metalinguistic topics of talk as well as in discourse about academic 
topics. Interactions including less than 75% content words in English or Spanish were coded as 
both; only six interactions in total were initially coded as both and were recoded as Spanish 
creating a dichotomous code for language.  

An event map was then constructed for each student detailing patterns of language use across 
settings (Erikson & Schultz, 1981).  The event map enabled analysis of the differing types of 
language use each participant experienced over the week of observation and aided in selection of 
typical interactions for analysis.  In total, nearly 600 interactions were transcribed and coded and 
81 were analyzed in greater detail: 68 interactions were coded as containing academic language 
and 13 interactions were coded as academic topics although no academic language was used by 
participants.  Interactions ranged in length from 2 turns to 14 turns.  The number of interactions 
per student was unequally distributed, as frequently occurs in natural data collection.  The total 
number of interactions per student analyzed ranged from 5 to 43. 
 
 
FINDINGS 

 
Academic Language Use 
 
Over five full school days, focal participants engaged in 68 to 214 interactions with peers. 
Participant’s use of academic language ranged from 0 percent (Javier) to 35.6 percent (Martín) in 
these interactions, as described in Table 1. Emergent bilingual students also varied in how much 
of the time they used Spanish and English. For some students, the number of academic 
interactions mostly conducted in Spanish far outnumbered those conducted in English, while for 
others the reverse was true. There were also several instances where students spoke about 
academic topics but no academic language used.   
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Table 1: Academic Language Use over 5 School Days 
 
 Javier Jasmin Kat Martín 

Total Number of Interactions 214 68 187 118 

Academic Interactions 0 23 13 42 

Mostly English 0 4 13 29 

Mostly Spanish 0 19 0 13 

Nonacademic Interactions / 

Academic Topic 

5 3 4 1 

 
Over five days and more than 200 discrete spoken interactions, Javier did not talk about 

homework, an academic concept, or school with his friends. Across five days shadowing, Kat, 
engaged in just 13 discrete academically focused interactions with bilingual peers. Her 
interactions were numerous (more than 180 in total) and were often lengthy (including as many 
as 14 turns), but the majority focused on a social topic and did not use academic language.  
Jasmin engaged in 23 discrete academically focused interactions (out of a total of nearly 70) with 
other emergent bilingual Spanish-speaking youth, but only four of those interactions were mostly 
in English.  Martín participated in 29 academically focused interactions with peers in English 
and 13 in Spanish out of a total of more than 100 recorded interactions.  
 
 
Academic Topics without Academic Language Use 
 
Emergent bilingual students encounter a formidable challenge in accessing and accruing 
opportunities to use academic English productively and meaningfully in classroom settings. 
While students classified as English learners are carefully monitored and provided with language 
support services including ESL classes, classroom discourse structures and activity designs often 
prevent active participation and language production.   Javier’s ESL classes exemplify this type 
of learning environment.  The teacher separated age-appropriate academic content from learning 
English and allowed only limited student participation in classroom activities. On April 11, 2008, 
for example, the morning ESL block began with a “do now” to reorder a set of scrambled 
sentences on the board: 
 

Transcript 1 
 

1. He – brought – last month – soda to the party.  
2. I – last year – saw him.  
3. He – quickly – into the subway – ran. 
4. They - ate - always - rice and beans - every Thursday 
5. at the tea party - I - sat - at the table 

 
While some of the 14 boys and 6 girls occupying the rows of desks in the classroom 

protested the activity, others copied down the scrambled sentences. One student began to sing a 
popular bachata song and many of the students, including Javier, joined in the melodic chorus. 
Javier copied the scrambled sentences off the board but did not rewrite them in order, instead 
singing and joking with his friends in Spanish. Fifteen minutes into the class, volunteers were 
called to write the reordered sentences into a chart on the board with the headings, “Sub + verb, 
object, place, manner, time.”  Javier waved his arm vigorously, but was not chosen to go up to 
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the board. He silently slouched in his seat with his arms crossed over his chest for the remainder 
of the activity while the teacher led the class in choral repetitions of each sentence several times. 

A half hour into the class, the teacher asked students to take out their copies of Alice in 
Wonderland.  She indicated another section of the board on which she had written out 
vocabulary--"evidence, witness, trial, tarts"--and asked the students, “Who can tell me what 
evidence is?”  Several students volunteered answers, including one student who told a story 
about a murder with a knife, finding the knife, the knife being used in a trial.  The teacher 
repeated the part about the knife being used in court:  

 
Transcript 2 
 
1. Teacher:  Okay, so the knife was brought to court and used as evidence. Very good.  

Now who can tell me what a witness is? 
2. Student:  You witness truth, miss. 
3. Javier:   A snitch! 
4. Students:  [several explanations, ideas] 
5. Teacher:  What is a witness doing at court? 
6. Javier:   [to teacher] Miss, a snitch— 
7. Teacher:  So the person who brought the knife as evidence of the murder might— 
8. Students:  [several explanations, ideas] 
9. Teacher:  [over students] Shhhhh! So the person who found the knife might be called  

on to say what they know about the murder. They might be a witness to try to 
help, to convict the murderer. Okay? Now what about trial? Who knows what 
a trial is? 

10. Javier:   [sitting on top of his desk, enthusiastic] Miss, you watch Caso Cerrado? [Case  
Closed, a popular Spanish-language court TV show] 

11. Student:  [to Javier] Yeah, Judge María Lopez! [to teacher] You know Judge María  
Lopez, miss? 

12. Javier:   [to teacher] Caso Cerrado? You know, Caso Cerrado? 
13. Teacher: [over students] So what happens in a trial? Alright! Shhhhhh! I had to be on a  

jury once, at a trial, a few years ago…  
14. Students:  [still talking] 
15. Teacher:  Shhhh! I was on a jury where a young man, a young Jamaican man was  

convicted of drug running and sent to prison. 
  
Javier demurred again into silence as the teacher related the rest of the story, then extracted 
earbuds from his shirt and listened to music while the teacher read aloud about the tea party in 
Wonderland.  
 In the interaction transcribed above, Javier initially showed enthusiasm to share his ideas 
with the class, but when he had no sanctioned opportunities to display his understanding of the 
concepts “witness” and “trial”, he chose a non-participation strategy, avoiding the prescribed 
forms of participation (choral repetitions, listening to the teacher read aloud).  The transcript 
showcases the limits to student participation within the question-response-evaluation format the 
teacher employed to control classroom discussion. Much classroom discourse analysis has 
documented the three-part pattern in which the teacher initiates an interaction, students respond, 
and the teacher evaluates the response (Mehan, 1979; Sinclaire & Coulthard, 1975).  The use of 
this rigid discourse structure has been criticized in classrooms with language minority students 
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because it limits opportunities to deeply engage in the linguistically rich interactions around 
academic content that students need to learn both content and language (Cazden, 2001; 
Gutiérrez, 1992; Hasan, 2006; Lemke, 1990).  Certainly Javier’s interactions with his teacher 
demonstrate the limitations of this classroom discourse structure for active participation. 

Most saliently, in the exchange about the trial (turns 10-13), another student heard Javier 
relate “trial” to a popular Spanish-language court TV show, and built on that contribution with 
one of his own, showing familiarity with trials through the English-language court TV show, 
Judge María Lopez. Javier, however, was focused on the teacher, and did not engage with his 
peer to develop their understanding of the concept “trial” by comparing things that happen in the 
two television programs. Javier’s peer then also shifted his attention back to the teacher, asking if 
she is familiar with the program. The teacher, who appeared to be waiting for a scripted “right” 
answer, did not legitimize either contribution and missed a valuable opportunity to build on 
student’s background knowledge.  Javier’s attempted participation in the whole class discussion 
above illustrates a pervasive lack of real opportunities to use academic language as well as 
simultaneous devaluation of peer contributions to academic learning, particularly when those 
connections to academic concepts and academic language were in Spanish (the courtroom 
television shows). Although he spoke several times about an academic topic in the interaction 
transcribed above, he was not afforded the opportunity to use academic language.  

Even when teachers used both Spanish and English, as was the case in Jasmin’s bilingual 
content classes, the same classroom discourse structure often limited opportunities for students to 
produce academic languages themselves. Global History had a Spanish textbook and the teacher 
lectured and wrote in both English and Spanish. Academic content was taught in ways that 
supported academic language development: visual models were used, concepts were introduced 
by building on students’ existing knowledge, and higher order thinking skills were scaffolded to 
generate questions and discussion around the academic content in Spanish with some explanation 
of English terms or spelling differences if the words were cognates. As an example, the Global 
History teacher began a class about the colonization and independence of India by asking 
students, “Nosotros Latinos se llamaron Indios. Por que?”  [They call us Latinos “Indians”. 
Why?]. After several comments from students, the teacher asked students what they knew about 
India and wrote their responses on the board in the language students had used: “Musulmanes 
[Muslims], many religions, food, Gandhi, Hindues [Hindus], ropa hindu [Indian clothes]”.   

Although Jasmin smiled and laughed during the whole-class discussion, showing her 
engagement, and commented to a friend quietly in Spanish about her dislike of Indian food, she 
did not call out comments for the whole class or raise her hand. In the rest of the class, she 
followed along when students read aloud and took careful notes that contained exactly what the 
teacher wrote on the board. Although Jasmin actively participated in her bilingual core content 
classes, she had few opportunities to interact with the teacher or peers and few opportunities to 
use academic language productively in class. In the event related above, Jasmin used no 
academic language and the interaction although the topic was academic. 

Even in classrooms where academic English was used for collaborative or project-based 
work, emergent bilingual students were often reticent to productively use their academic English.  
Kat’s 5th period Economics class exemplifies this dynamic. The week that I shadowed Kat, in 
May 2009, the class was working on a money management unit. Students were grouped with 
three or four other students to complete a project guide in which they choose a bank, opened a 
checking account, and budgeted for long and short term financial goals. Kat was the only 
emergent bilingual student in her group and filled in her handout on her own, communicating 
minimally with her partners. On the third day the groups had time to work on the project, the 
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teacher checked in with the group at the start of class and seeing that Kat was struggling to fill in 
the information about ATM fees and reasons for choosing the bank, offered help. Under the 
teacher’s supervision, Kat wrote in $2.00 in the blank next to “ATM fee”, and $2.00 in another 
blank for “bank transaction fee”. The teacher offered an example of the impact of the fees, “If 
you had 40 dollars in the bank, in this instance, you’re giving away 10% of your income.” 
Although Kat nodded and appeared to have understood, she later erased the numbers and spent 
the rest of the period inscribing the date on the backs of prom photos.  Kat had spoken minimally 
during the interactions with her peers and her teacher using no academic language. 

When I asked Kat why she hadn’t asked for help from her group or the teacher with the part 
she hadn’t understood, she explained that she was embarrassed, “Uno no está comfortable en la 
clase. Como yo a veces. Es como me lo explican, que a veces no les entiendo porque ellos no 
dan--si hubiera más maestros en español sería major, yo encuentro, que hablaran los dos 
idiomas.” [One doesn’t feel comfortable in class. Like me sometimes. It’s how they explain 
things to me that sometimes I don’t understand them because they don’t give—if there were 
more teachers who spoke Spanish it would be better, teachers who could speak both languages.] 

By closely examining the context of interactions where students participated in academic 
topics but did not use academic language – a total of 13 interactions – it was revealed that all of 
these interactions occurred when students were on-task in classroom settings.  In most cases, 
whole class discussions structured by an IRE cycle severely limited student’s opportunities to 
speak.  In other cases, unstructured collaborative group projects provided little support for 
emergent bilingual students to participate with the same result. 
 
 
Academic Language Use at the Margins 
 
Classrooms which relied heavily on teacher talk provided infrequent opportunities for emergent 
bilingual students to actively use of academic language.  In such discourse structures, sanctioned 
peer talk was limited and conversation between peers talk was frequently treated as disruptive by 
teachers. A typical example of this stance occurred during Kat’s 8th period ESL Writing class. 
Twelve students were seated in front of aged beige computers running the English Language 
Arts Regents prep program TeenBiz2000. The program, which provided sample texts and test 
questions, allowed students to complete work from home and to track their progress in achieving 
passing scores, but was frequently used in skills preparation during class.  Kat sat next to 
Claudia, a bilingual friend, as the teacher guided students through the first question, modeling 
scanning for a key word:  
 

Transcript 3 
 
1. Teacher:  The first question is often at the beginning so you can scan for it… 
2. Kat:   [scanning passage] Yes!  
3. Teacher:  [looking over at Kat] Do you see? We’re doing scanning. It’s gonna help us  

find stuff. 
4. Kat:   69. Line 69. 
5. Teacher:  Transferable? 
6. Kat:   [reading from text] Like sometimes people say, you learn something  

everyday— 
7. Teacher:  [interrupts Kat] So transferrable skills line 83. 
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8. Kat:   [to teacher quietly] So (unclear)?  
9. Claudia:  I don’t know. 
10. Teacher:  [to Kat and Claudia] Shhhhhhhhh.  Let’s scan for scarce. We’re going to scan  

for scarce now. 
11. Kat:   [to Claudia] We’re looking for scarce? Like different? 
12. Claudia:  Could be. You liked the turn today— 
13. Kat:   [overlapping Claudia] the turn Anandy did? [referring to morning dance  

practice] 
 

 For the next quarter hour, Kat and Claudia discussed the dance they were choreographing for 
the school assembly in whispered segments, occasionally dancing in their seats to demonstrate 
moves. The interaction again highlights the limited opportunities for peer interaction as Kat, with 
some enthusiasm, attempted to answer the teacher’s question about scanning the text for a 
particular vocabulary word (turn 2). Although Kat found the relevant paragraph, the line which 
contained the term “transferable skills” occurred further down the page. The teacher restated the 
activity (turns 3 and 5), then hearing the wrong answer, supplied the correct one and moved on to 
scan for a new word (turn 7). Like Javier in the second transcript, Kat stayed focused on the 
teacher, with little opportunity to interact with her peers, until it is clear that the teacher will not 
respond to her any more. Then, Kat attempted to take up the academic topic with her friend and 
is shushed.  After this, she shifted her focus from academic to social topics and interacted with 
her peer. 

Although Kat was unsuccessful in the above interaction, she reached out to a peer to try to 
answer her question.  This type of interaction was a frequent occurrence in interactions classified 
as academic and frequently drew on Spanish as well as English.  For example, in Martín’s Global 
History class on February 14, 2008, the teacher was lecturing on shared risk in stock-holder’s 
portfolios, when a student asked about profits from playing the stock market. María, a student 
seated next to Martín, wondered out loud if profits was “chavos”, a Puerto Rican term for money 
or profits.  

 
Transcript 4 
 
1. María:   Profits is like chavos?  
2. Martín:  [to María]: Yeah, cuartos, profit. 
3. María:   [nods] 
4. Teacher:  [to María] María, queda claro todo eso? [María, is all of this clear?] 
5. María:   [to teacher with raised eyebrows] Yeah. 

 
The teacher resumed discussion of investment portfolios following this interaction. The 

transcript shows Martín interacting with a peer to clarify the meaning of an academic concept; he 
confirmed that “profit” is equivalent to the Puerto Rican term for money and supplied the 
Dominican synonym (turn 2). The teacher asserts his authority by asking María is she has 
understood (turn 4).  The loud tone of this query conveys that he is not primarily concerned with 
María’s understanding so much as the perception of peer talk as disruptive.  María acknowledges 
his intent when she offers a sardonic facial expression, but is silent afterwards. 

This pattern, in which emergent bilingual students drew on their linguistic repertoires to 
support peers in academic content at the margins of the classroom was common.  In another 
example, Martín acted as a source of linguistic and academic support in Global History for a 
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Spanish-speaking peer who was unsure of the homework assignment.  Roberto asked Martín for 
clarification in a low voice while the teacher was engaged in lecturing students and writing notes 
on the board. 

 
Transcript 5 

 
1. Roberto:  [indicates worksheet] Y eso? [What’s this?] 
2. Martín:  [to Roberto quietly]: Yeah, this last one es un repaso. [is a review.] 
3. Roberto:  [nods] Short answer. 
4. Martín:  Then on this side, [indicates back side of worksheet] it’s about China, la  

guerra del opio. [The Opium War] 
5. Roberto:  For tomorrow right? 
6. Martín:  Yeah, man. 

 
In this interaction Martín explains to Roberto that the homework assignment has two parts, a 

review followed by new material on the Opium Wars in China and that it is due the following 
day.  Martín utilizes academic vocabulary in Spanish (es un repaso, la guerra del opio) and in 
English including the discourse marker “It’s about” which authoritatively introduces a summary 
(It’s about China).  Martín’s interlocutor uses the term “Short answer” to indicate a genre of 
academic text common to homework and testing consisting of a few sentences. 
 Peer interactions in classrooms often focused on academic topics and used academic 
language, but were viewed as off-task or disruptive by teachers.  Although peers were not always 
able to answer the questions posed, in many instances, whispered or low-voiced dialogues 
clarified instructions and assignments, provided advice about how to complete tasks or find 
resources, and drew on linguistic and cultural knowledge from diverse Latin American 
backgrounds to bridge home and school knowledge.  Reflecting the teacher-centered structure of 
many classrooms, what Gutiérrez (1992) termed instructional scripts, bilingual peers were not 
conceptualized as resources for learning.  Teachers frequently reacted by shushing or calling out 
emergent bilingual students for on-task, academically supportive interactions.  The broader 
context surrounding these academically-oriented interactions highlights one of the challenges 
schools face in supporting emergent bilingual students without understanding peer language use. 
 
 
Academic Language Use in Less Supervised Spaces 
 
The most numerous, elaborated and linguistically rich uses of academic language among peers 
occurred in lunchrooms, hallways, work-time in classrooms, and other less supervised spaces.  
Some interactions were as long as 20 turns and most used academic language at the discourse 
and syntax level as well as vocabulary.   

Jasmin routinely engaged in academically-focused interactions with other Spanish-speaking 
youth at lunch while they sat together talking, eating, texting on their sidekicks, and doing 
homework together. The following example occurred at lunch on May 22, 2009.  After eating, 
Jasmin pulled out her binder and copied geometry problems from a handout onto a sheet of graph 
paper leaving space to write in the answers.  Below the heading, “How do we find the surface 
area of Pyramids and Cones?” she drew shapes with measurements. Jasmin was seated next to 
Omar, a peer she collaborated with frequently.  After drawing a flattened pyramid for problem 1, 
Jasmin checked Omar’s progress on the homework. 
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Transcript 6 
 
1. Jasmin:  [gesturing to Omar] Pásame eso por favor. [Pass that to me, please.]   
2. Omar:  [hands graph paper to Jasmin] No está completo todavía. [It’s not done yet.] 
3. Jasmin:  [looks at Omar’s equation] El numero uno.   [Just number one.] 
4. Omar:   [points to an equation on worksheet “area=1/2P x S”] Apunta eso.[Put that 

down.] 
5. Jasmin:  No… no es… Espérate. [folds worksheet into pyramid shape, then indicates  

three rectangles created by fold lines] Mira.   [No…no it’s…Hold on. Look.] 
6. Omar:   Son cuatro triangles pero son iguales. [There are four triangles, but these are 

equal.] 
7. Jasmin:  [writes L = 13 x 20 = 260 (2) = 520 u2] [quietly] …cuadrados.  […squared.] 
8. Omar:   Haga el area de éste [Do the area of this][ indicates rectangle base] base times  

height, half base times height.   
9. Jasmin:  [writes 14 x 12] Uh-hm. 

 
As this interaction illustrates, although mostly in Spanish, Jasmin and Omar referenced three 

English texts (their homework and the worksheet) and used some academic English words 
(triangles, half base times height)  and some academic Spanish words (son iguales, cuadrados, el 
area de ) to try to find the area of a pyramid. Jasmin tried to solve for the area of the pyramid by 
multiplying the area of two sets of triangles, but Omar contends that all four triangles are equal 
and next, the area of the base rectangle is important. Their exchange ends well short of finding 
the surface area of the pyramid in question because the bell rang, but it illustrates a typical 
academically-focused peer interaction.  

On another occasion, Jasmin and Claudia, a Spanish-speaking peer, reviewed and corrected 
their answers to a graded multiple-choice test on The Great Gatsby for extra-credit: 
 

Transcript 7 
 
1. Jasmin:   [joking] Yo, I put C like a dummy.                                             
2. Claudia:  [Looks at Jasmin’s test, laughing] Es B. [It’s B.] 
3. Jasmin:   Por qué? [Why?] 
4. Claudia:  Porque...porque es diferente de la película. [Because...because it’s different  

   from the movie.] 
5. Jasmin:  [Starts to write this, then crosses it out.] Pero dice que [But it says..]  

[Reads from test] “they went to his house but Gatsby isn’t interested in party  
anymore”.  

6. Claudia:  Yeah. Llegaron a su casa--  [They arrived at his house--] 
7. Jasmin:  [interrupting] –Llegaron a la fiesta y--  [--They arrived at the party and--] 
8. Claudia:  [interrupting] –ya no quería ferrear. Es B. [ --and he didn’t want to celebrate  

   any more.  It’s B.] 
9. Jasmin:  [circles B and writes in margin next to question “Gatsby didn’t want to party  

   anymore.”] God, she makes it so boring. 
 

In this interaction, Jasmin and Claudia amend Jasmin’s original answer, that Gatsby was not 
present for the party, with the correct answer, that he was present but uninterested in the party.  
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Both students reference an academic text (the test) and in addition to translating the answer text 
into Spanish, Jasmin utilizes an academic discourse feature “Pero dice que” [“But it says that,”] 
(turn 5) to introduce the text she is referencing, and Claudia makes an intertextual reference 
when she compares the book to the movie as a justification for answer choice B (turn 4). 
 In less supervised spaces, where they were able to bring their knowledge and experience in 
both languages to bear on academic tasks and content, emergent bilingual students frequently 
used academic language in ways that were both more deeply engaged with academic content and 
more linguistically rich. Not all focal students had the peer resources to be able to collaborate 
with peers in this way.  But Jasmin and Martín, and to a lesser degree Kat, were afforded 
opportunities to use academic language in less supervised spaces that were not routinely 
available in their classrooms.     
 
 
DISCUSSION 

 
To effectively support adolescent students who are still learning academic English, teachers and 
policy makers need to understand how emergent bilinguals scaffold their own language 
development with peer support through the use of multiple linguistic codes in classroom 
contexts. Without this knowledge of the strengths that linguistically diverse students bring to the 
task of learning language and content, a wealth of opportunities for learning are missed and 
schooling contexts become more subtractive. Analysis of adolescent emergent bilingual students’ 
language use in school settings offers several critical insights for theory, practice, and policy.   

From a theoretical perspective, the findings highlight the importance of understanding peer 
language use among adolescent emergent bilinguals.  The analysis shows that classroom 
discourse structures frequently prevent the kinds of linguistically rich interactions that language 
learners need to acquire a new language.  Even in more inclusive classrooms and classrooms 
where collaborative activities were used, emergent bilingual students struggled to find 
opportunities to use academic language productively.  When students participated in academic 
topics without using academic language, they were on-task in classrooms.  Analysis also 
provides evidence that academic language use (in Spanish and English) was happening in 
unsanctioned and less supervised spaces.  Although teachers frequently treated student talk as 
disruptive in classrooms, peers were often able to support each other academically and 
linguistically at the margins of the classroom.  In less supervised spaces, adolescent emergent 
bilinguals were frequently able to draw on supportive relationships with peers to solve academic 
problems together using academic language (both Spanish and English) in elaborated 
interactions.  Bilingual peers can serve as resources for language learning (Carhill-Poza, 2015; 
Orellana et al., 2012). 

Findings underscore the pedagogical importance of recognizing and facilitating the 
development of supportive bilingual peer relationships for learning academic English.  The 
exclusion of home languages with its focus on time spent using English may seem the most 
expedient approach to reaching language and content objectives in the current standards-based 
era, but many English learners possess academic and linguistic skills in their first language 
which can aid them in completing academic tasks and learning academic English (Cummins, 
1979).  Responsive teachers understand that the use of more than one language to perform 
complex tasks is a requirement for 21st century lives within and beyond the classroom – the 
native language is not solely as a scaffold for instruction, but a necessary and valued part of 
students’ linguistic repertoire (Rymes, 2010).   
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From a policy perspective, the current focus on how much time English learners spend in a 
particular type of classroom does not account for how language is being used.  Overwhelming 
evidence has shown that while immigrant youth value and prioritize learning English, many lack 
the opportunity to engage in the kinds of interactions with peers, teachers, and texts that facilitate 
high levels of academic language learning needed to access education (Harklau, 1994; Valdés, 
2001).  In more teacher-centered classrooms where patterns of IRE enforced instructional scripts 
(Gutiérrez, 1992), findings show that few opportunities for producing academic language were 
available to students, and such opportunities were often limited in the types of knowledge that 
were sanctioned.  Teachers and policy makers need to develop awareness of discourse patterns 
within classrooms and determine how facilitative these are for student learning. Program labels 
are less indicative of emergent bilingual students’ eventual success learning academic English 
than how language is used within the program.   
 

---------------------------- 
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