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Understanding language, from science and in science classrooms, has been an important concern 
for science education researchers in recent decades. Scientists’ work and practices are infused 
with certain forms of language that require reflection and transformation when confronting 
classroom practice. Some authors have described science as being a language itself or having its 
own language (e.g., Bruna & Gomez, 2009; Darian, 2003; Lemke, 1990; Reeves, 2005; Roth, 
2005), which has moved the field to be increasingly aware of the role of language in science 
classrooms. A related issue is that today’s increasingly diverse classrooms, in cultural and 
linguistic terms, pose challenges to science educators internationally. Extensive research in both 
classroom discourse and scientific discourse shows that there are persistent discursive practices 
in classrooms that may conflict with what we know about authentic scientific practices and, 
conversely, conflict with students’ home languages. There are now well-supported reasons to think 
that differences in students’ science achievement in part relate to differential uptakes of language 
and discourse use in classrooms, or a language gap (Graff, 1999; Hull, 1985). Theorizing about 
this gap can draw on the concept of social languages (Gee, 1996/2012, 2005a), which highlights 
the idea that within a language there are sublanguages or variations that depend on who is talking 
and what is it that the person talking is doing. One individual may use different social languages 
in different contexts. Scientists’ language in scientific contexts and teachers’ science language in 
schools are forms of social languages. The ability and disposition of a person to use a social 
language, and to become involved in the practices associated with the users of that language, is 
at the centre of learning academic languages in school (Gee, 2005a). 

Traditionally, schools tend to favour and reward those users whose social languages are most like 
academic languages. They may be indifferent to or punish users of social languages that are unlike 
the academic ones. The more a student’s home language models the academic languages of 
schools, the more possibilities there are for the student to be rewarded and succeed in school. 
When students’ home traditions have different orality structures, or emphasize different forms of 
narrative and grammatical construction than the ones of academic social languages, developing 
skills and commitment on the part of a child to use academic languages is more difficult. Given 
the increasing diversity of home languages present in schools, the main implication for science 
education is that teaching science becomes more challenging. 

For science teachers, these language differences have a clear expression and material impact in 
the instructional decisions they make in and out of the classroom. One of the challenges of 
teaching science in diverse classrooms lies in the meaning-making processes students need to 
experience in order to understand the language of science (Kuipers, Viechnicki, Massoud, & 
Wright, 2009). Science teachers who share their students’ languages and cultures are likely to 
relate in more meaningful ways to their students’ prior experiences (Fradd & Lee, 1999), and 
bilingual teachers are more prone to propose contextualized science instruction in classrooms 
(Tolbert & Knox, 2016). However, there are many challenges as practitioners seek to consider the 
home-classroom language gap and the language of science in their science teaching practices 
(Lee, Luykx, Buxton, & Shaver, 2007). Teaching science becomes a matter not only of cognitive 
and procedural complexity, but also of understanding and productively addressing the language 
differences that exist in a diverse classroom. 

What are some ways in which practitioners – e.g., science teachers – are addressing practical 
issues of language in science classrooms?  



What experiences can they share with other practitioners for promoting teacher learning about 
these issues? 

How can science teachers learn about, and incorporate into their practice, ways to address these 
issues of language in science classrooms? 

What systematic forms of inquiry have allowed practitioner-researchers to produce principles for 
situated practice in relation to providing opportunities for students to learn science while 
acknowledging the conditions of social languages?  

 

We invite researchers to address these and related questions. The focus is on the demands of 
practice aimed at improving science teaching through addressing the issues of language in 
science classrooms. Researchers whose current projects have focused on science teaching 
practices and who have actively collaborated with teachers as researchers, or are science 
teachers themselves, are strongly encouraged to submit proposals. The Special Issue1 is intended 
to have methodological and genre breadth: studies can span, but are not limited to: 

 

• Original practitioner research with extensive information from data of practice (e.g., see 
Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009) in science education 

• Science classroom observational research with active practitioner participation 

• Narrative inquiries, auto-ethnographies, self-studies, case studies in science teaching   

• Work across languages in science teaching: e.g., learning to do bilingual science, sign 
language and science teaching, learning to teach in multicultural settings, etc. 

• Targeted language use or interventions in classrooms: e.g., use of metaphors and analogies 
for teaching science concepts, teacher explanations, planned strategies for vocabulary or 
language development, etc. 

 

Deadlines and timetable 

Abstract submission deadline:   August 30, 2018 

Feedback from Editors:     September 30, 2018 

Full paper submission:     November 15, 2018 

Feedback from 1st round of review:   January 15, 2019 

Submission of modified articles:   February 15, 2019 

Final decision/2nd round feedback:   March 15, 2019 

Publication of issue:     April, 2019 

 

Abstract proposal (500 words, containing title, research design, aim, main results) should be sent 
by email, by August 30, 2018, to the Special Issue editors Dr. Valeria Cabello, Pontificia 
Universidad Católica de Chile at vmcabello@uc.cl and Dr. Ivan Salinas at Universidad de Chile at 
iedusal@uchile.cl, copied to Dr. David Geelan at d.geelan@griffith.edu.au. 

 

                                                
1 This call for proposals acknowledges the collaboration funded by CONICYT-Chile’s grant REDES150100 through 
Programa de Cooperación Internacional. 

mailto:vmcabello@uc.cl
mailto:iedusal@uchile.cl
mailto:d.geelan@griffith.edu.au


 

 

 

 

References 
 
Bruna, K. R., & Gomez, K. (2009). The work of language in multicultural classrooms: Talking science, 

writing science. Language, Culture and Teaching. New York, NY: Routledge. 
Cochran-Smith, M., & Lytle, S. L. (2009). Inquiry as stance: practitioner research for the next 

generation. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Darian, S. (2003). Understanding the language of science. Austin, TX: University of Texas Press. 
Fradd, S. H., & Lee, O. (1999). Teachers’ role in promoting science inquiry in students from diverse 

language backgrounds. Educational Researcher, 18, 14–20. 
Graff, G. (1999). The Academic Language Gap. The Clearing House, 72(3), 140–142. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00098659909599614 
Hull, R. (1985). The Language Gap: How Classroom Dialogue Fails. New York, NY: Methuen. 
Kuipers, J., Viechnicki, G. B., Massoud, L. A., & Wright, L. J. (2009). Science, Culture and Equity in 

Curriculum: An Ethnographic Approach to the Study of a Highly-Rated Curriculum Unit. In K. 
R. Bruna & K. Gomez (Eds.), The Work of Language in Multicultural Classrooms: Talking 
Science, Writing Science (pp. 241–268). New York, NY: Routledge. 

Lee, O., Luykx, A., Buxton, C., & Shaver, A. (2007). The Challenge of Altering Elementary School 
Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices Regarding Linguistic and Cultural Diversity in Science 
Instruction. Journal of Research in Science Teaching, 44(9), 1269–1291. 
http://doi.org/10.1002/tea.20198 

Lemke, J. L. (1990). Talking science: language, learning, and values. Westport, CT: Ablex Publishing 
Corporation. 

Reeves, C. (2005). The language of science. Intertext. New York, NY: Routledge. 
Roth, W.-M. (2005). Talking Science: Language and Learning in Science Classrooms. Lanham, MD: 

Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 

Tolbert, S., & Knox, C. (2016). “They might know a lot of things that I don”t know’: investigating 
differences in preservice teachers’ ideas about contextualizing science instruction in 
multilingual classrooms. International Journal of Science Education, 38(7), 1133–1149. 
http://doi.org/10.1080/09500693.2016.1183266 

 

 


