








61 

and the like. Likewise, content courses introducing American and British 

literature for which the literature professor assumes prior knowledge, for 

example, provide the confidence that non-native speakers need to interact in a 

small class of Americans who have a perceived larger body of shared cultural 

references. Also, for non-native speakers of English from foreign language 

curriculums where literature was not studied, an ESL content course on literature 

can provide some exposure to subject matter that most native speakers of 

English gain through their high school curriculum. 

Admittedly, content-based instruction has its limitations. For theme-based 

units and special content courses, it is important to consider options that allow for 

flexible content selection in case ESL students need to repeat a level of the ESL 

program. While the student may need to repeat the level for linguistic 

development, to repeat the content could send the wrong message to the student 

that mastery of the content is more important than mastery of the language. 

Also, a student would be likely be bored in a content-based class covering 

exactly the same material again. Consequently, motivation might lag, which is 

the antithesis of what CBI ideally promotes, and students could retreat from the 

language study that they need to complete. In the sample framework included in 

the appendix to this work, the choice of content attempts to strike a balance at all 

levels between simply being interesting and providing beneficial background 

information for living and learning at an American college. It also tries to remain 
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broad enough in scope to allow instructors room to adapt the course to each 

group of students and tailor it to their needs and interests. 

There is also room to change the content sufficiently if several students 

are repeating a course in a given level. For example, one proposed special 

content course on the intermediate level is titled "American Popular Culture: TV." 

It is up to the instructor to decide the specific topics and themes within that 

subject matter, and with fifty years of television and access to cable television, 

the possible specific content is limited only by one's imagination. Of course, this 

again brings up the time commitment required to develop a content course, and it 

is an important consideration, although one should be hesitant to call it a 

limitation. Developing materials for content-based courses will take time, but 

there are ways to manage the problem. For example, for at least the first two 

years, the administration at LC anticipates offering ESL courses only for the nine

month academic year. Summers will remain free for teachers to re-evaluate the 

program, make necessary changes to the curriculum, and to develop materials or 

courses for the following year. Careful planning and a team approach to the 

details of curriculum development and materials development can help make the 

burden manageable during the semesters. 

Another consideration for immediate application at LC is the newness of 

the program. Even given the time for advanced planning anticipated by both the 

college and the ESL teachers, it is possible that it would not be able to offer a 

wide range of adjunct courses until the ESL faculty has been in place for a 
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couple of years and is able to identify 1) what adjunct courses ESL students are 

most likely to see as beneficial to their comprehensive plan for academic study 

2) which faculty members from the identified courses will be willing to work jointly 

with the ESL program. 

Finally, all ESL programs operate with real-world constraints such as 

persistent enrollment worries, limited budgets, and inadequate numbers of 

qualified teachers. While this paper acknowledges that these administrative 

concerns are important considerations and that these issues unfortunately impact 

all parts of a program, including the curriculum, these administrative concerns 

and the specifics of program implementation are beyond the scope of this current 

study. Appendix A contains a discussion and a basic outline of a' content-based 

curriculum for LC. The content of the appendix is meant to aid the discussion in 

this chapter, and while the framework does anticipate certain limitations such as 

time commitments and staffing, it should be viewed as an ideal of how the ESL 

program at LC, or a similar college, might adopt a content-based curriculum to 

meet the linguistic and academic literacy needs of its non-native speakers of 

English and capitalize on the strengths of its unique setting. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY 

Summary 

Three questions were posed in this thesis. 1) What are the appropriate 

theoretical foundations supporting content-based instruction according to second 

language acqUisition (SLA) researchers? The current accepted findings in SLA 

(see Chapter 2) support content-based instruction as a means for ESL students 

"to develop and refine [the] necessary literacy skills" (Kasper, 2000), a way of 

promoting language learning in a meaningful sociolinguistic context, and as an 

avenue for developing academic English. This approach allows educators to 

view language as more than a summation of discrete skills (reading, writing, 

speaking, and listening), but as an integrated body of linguistic understanding 

and pragmatic profiCiency allowing for both the exchange of information and the 

intake of new knowledge. 

2) In what ways and to what extent is the content-based approach 

pedagogically appropriate for LC? After exploring the theoretical foundations of 

CBI, the question of CBl's appropriateness for LC was discussed. No 

ped~gogicallimitations on CBI were found to exclude it from being implemented 

at LC. However, recommendations for using theme-based and adjunct (linked) 

models of CBI instead of sheltered instruction were made since sheltered 

instruction isolates the non-native speakers of English from the native speakers 

of English. This separation is counterproductive to the goals of the college to 



65 

increase contact between a more diversified student body. However, the 

. concept of CBI does mesh remarkably well with LC's commitment to a liberal arts 

education, its move toward a collaborative environment, and its desire to see 

non-native speakers of English begin in the ESL program and move with ease 

into the world of academia. Any restraints on CBI stem not from a pedagogical 

inappropriateness but from administrative real-life constraints such as budget 

and time. 

3) Are there models in place which can be adapted to LC's needs? The 

real-life constraints mentioned above are likely to account for CBI's near absence 

from colleges of LC's size. The final question of this study asks if there are other 

ESL programs at colleges similar to LC who have adopted CBI, what problems 

have been encountered by such programs, and what courses offerings appear. 

What was discovered is that colleges of LC's size often do not have an IEP or 

ESL program. Those that do, like Union University, Ouachita Baptist University, 

and Maryville College, have not yet adopted CBI as the structure for their 

curricula. Ouachita Baptist University does offer rotating content course as 

electives, but the curriculum remains grounded in the skill-based tradition. 

Due to the overall lack of experience with CBI among colleges like LC, 

UCLA, the University of Arizona, and the University of Ottawa were chosen as an 

alternate means of examining CBI in action and of understanding the types of 

problems content-based programs might encounter. Because CBI requires 

content to be the medium for instruction, instructors and administrators at UCLA, 
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the University of Arizona, and the University of Ottawa discovered that the 

students' were sometimes confused about the focus of the class. Other 

problems included students not possessing the necessary schema to 

comprehend the content and teachers not possessing the necessary knowledge 

to teach content beyond the field of linguistics or applied linguistics. Add these 

difficulties to small staffs with little time to develop language their own materials 

to accompany a linked course such as psychology 101, and the reasons for 

CBl's absence from colleges like LC are not difficult to imagine. 

Yet when colleges like LC attempt to incorporate CBI into their programs, 

the courses offered are not unlike those offered at larger programs. For 

instance, Ouachita Baptist University offers "American Culture" to its ESL 

students in the fall semester. Hafemik, Messerschmitt, and Vandrik (1996) found 

that content courses range from American history and culture to literature and 

even academic study skills. The content seems to be chosen by student need 

and interest or perhaps teacher capabilities. 

While the types of course content are highly variable, the CBI model and 

the levels on which it is applied are more consistent. Theme-based models enjoy 

the most popularity because they are the easiest to adapt and implement. On 

the contrary, adjunct or linked courses are the least common because they 

present the most difficulty to coordinate and implement. Presupposing that a 

content course in the target language supersedes a beginning student's 
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functional level of comprehensibility, CBI courses also tend to be reserved for the 

intermediate and advanced levels of ESL programs in higher education. 

Being research-conscious 

In the curriculum decision-making process, professionals do not need to 

constantly re-invent the wheel. Teachers must be committed to reading new 

studies in SLA research, to applying the insights of other teachers who publish 

their experiences with various methods, and most importantly, to actively 

contribute to the professional literature by conducting research in whatever 

capacity possible and then sharing those observations through publications and 

presentations. Only then can professionals confidently begin to bridge the world 

of research and classroom application to establish an environment where solid 

foundations consistently govern our decisions, our pedagogy, and our philosophy 

on language learning. It is tempting to subscribe to the perceived quick fixes of 

the latest study or to the default tradition or to the relative ease of following a 

textbook. Ultimately, these practices rarely benefit the students. 

From theory to application 

For some the world of theory and the world of pedagogy will never meet. 

However, for those educators committed to excellence of education, the success 

of students, and the professionalism of their field, theory's application to the 

curriculum and classroom is paramount. Being involved in the feasibility study 

and the initial stages of program development as LC begins its ESL program has 
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provided ample opportunity to ponder this tension between theory and practice 

and has been the basis for this thesis. It has also provided an opportunity to 

ponder directions of future research. 

Suggestions for further research 

The need for research in all facets of applied linguistics continues . 

. Certainly researchers will continue to seek a greater understanding of the second 

language acquisition process. Likewise, teachers will continue to experiment 

formally and informally with new methods and approaches in order to give each 

student the best environment in which to learn the target language. 

One area of particular interest to researchers and teachers alike is the 

effect of individual learners on the acquisition process. Ellis (1994) identifies this 

area as one that is without much research. This may not be so surprising when 

one thinks of the multiple factors that learners introduce into a study. 

However difficult it may be, the interface between individual learners and 

the instructional approach is faSCinating. Specifically, one might consider the 

following types of questions: What effect does the content-based curriculum have 

on individual learners? How does the individual learner shape the focus of the 

L2 instruction in a content-based classroom? Does the individual perceive the 

content-based classroom as more suited to his or her needs or less suited? 

In addition to the student perceptions of the content-based approach to language 

learning, more research validating the merit of the approach is needed. 
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Specifically, the need for longitudinal studies on content-based 

instruction's effectiveness would greatly benefit instructors and program 

directors. Following an ESL student from a content-based program through 

matriculation would provided valuable insights, especially if the student would 

keep a reflective journal on his or her own language learning, academic 

development, and personal communication skill development. Asking to what 

degree does CSI enhance long-term academic performance in the target 

language, one of the presupposed pluses of Cal, is also an important question. 

GPA comparisons between students who followed a content-based approach 

and students who followed a more traditional skill-based approach could provide 

useful testimony to the effectiveness of CSI. In order to gather information from 

multiple sources, interviews with mainstream instructors and professors of non

native speakers of English who experienced CSI and those who did not could be 

conducted. Without question, a qualitative study of this nature is a huge 

undertaking and would require careful coordination and a long-term commitment 

from both teacher/researchers and student participants, but it is not an 

impossible study. In fact, the intimate nature of a college like LC might provide a 

setting where this w,?uld be feasible. 

As a future teacher who has considered the interaction between research 

and pedagogy, I can think also of several areas in which I might employ action 

research in my classroom. I might investigate the interplay of language testing 

and SLA in a content-based classroom or the effect specific-content matter has 



70 

on the affective filter. I might conduct this research as part of a growing number 

of teachers contributing to the areas of SLA, or I might conduct this research as a 

personal check of my methodology. Whatever the case may be, practicing 

research-conscious pedagogy is both essential for students and paramount to 

the professionalism of ESL teachers everywhere. 
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APPENDIX: A SAMPLE CONTENT-BASED FRAMEWORK FOR LC 

Proposed program summary profile 
Type of program: ESL with an intensive component; English for Academic 

Purpos"es; content-based structure 

Content-based models: theme-based and adjunct (linked) 

Target audience: NNSE preparing for full-time university course work 

Number of instructors: 31 

Instructor qualifications: minimum MA in TESL or closely related field 

Number of levels: 3 -low (intensive); intermediate; and advanced 

Placement: TOEFL scores2 

Minimum TOEFL: 4003 

Exit Criteria: minimum of C+ in ESL courses; exit interview4 

Sample ESL program mission statement 

Recognizing that language is a tool for learning and acknowledging that 

language proficiency includes both linguistic components and interpersonal 

communication components, this ESL program seeks to provide a language 

learning environment where students can develop all components of the target 

language. Keeping with the tradition and vision of the host institution, this ESL 

program also recognizes the importance of study in a variety of disciplines and 

contexts in order to educate the whole person. Courses in the ESL program 

reflect this by utilizing various content subjects from both traditional disciplines 

and innovative subject matter to cultivate language in context and to activate and 

establish the background knowledge that will promote success in future 

academic work done at the university level. 
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Considerations for goals & objectives 

Linguistic Competence 

The courses on each level should have clear, specific objectives for each 

level that allow students and teachers to track a student's emerging control of the 

target language. These objectives would include development of grammatical 

structures, reading comprehension, listening comprehension, speaking 

proficiency, composition skills, and intelligible pronunciation for each level. 

Pragmatic concerns might also be addressed. 

Academic Literacies 

The program should establish a structure that supports the development 

of English for Academic Purposes by exposing students to the types of content 

and academic situations that they can expect in the mainstream university 

classroom. The structure and content of the program should address students' 

need for background knowledge and students' need for academic strategies in 

their emerging target language. The latter might mean explicit teaching of new 

strategies or raising awareness of strategies that might be transparent in the first 

language and transferring them to the target language. Related to the general 

pragmatic objectives, academic literacy should also address the students' need 

for proficiency in academic discourse situations such as partiCipating in large 

academic discussions and successfully negotiating a student-teacher 

conference. Promoting understanding of culture and culturally motivated 

interactions should also be considered in the choice of content. 

Sample course offerings 

I. Low Level (approximate TOEFL of 450 or less): Theme-based content 

class with intensive emphasis. 2, 2-hour blocks. 5-day/week. 

Theme-based CSI focusing on language development and background 

knowledge for subjects students will encounter in the mainstream required 
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curriculum at the host institution such as sociology, literature, earth 

science, physical science, mathematics, and history. Integrated skills 

presented within carefully chosen content. Content may be arranged in 2-

week units or 4-week units as deemed by the teacher or interests of the 

students. 

II. Intermediate: (approximate TOEFL of 460- 490) Students continue 

language work through 3, 50-minute content courses meeting 5 

days/week. Course developed around a special theme to promote cultural 

understanding and build schemata. ESL Content courses integrate 

reading, writing, grammar, listening, and speaking in an authentic context. 

9ne adjunct course offering. Adjunct courses selected from College 

Algebra, Finite Mathematics, Personal Fitness, Introduction to Computer 

Science, or other general curriculum courses deemed non-language 

intensive. ESL component of adjunct course meets 1 hr/day. 

A. American Popular Culture: TV 

Students hone language skills while acquiring a greater understanding 

of the impact of TV on American society. TV shows that make up part 

of American's collective knowledge such as "Ozzie & Harriet," "The 

Andy Griffith Show," "All in the Family," and "ER" as they document 

changing values and beliefs about gender, race, and social scripts. 

Advertising also considered. 

B. Introduction to the History and Culture of the American South 

Content would include folklore, music, architecture, and food. Special 

attention given to the civil rights movement because of its impact on 

the relations in the region and the impact on US history as a whole.5 
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C. Truth is Stranger than Fiction: Exploring the World through Non

Fiction Writing and Film 

Content might include politics, economics, famous people, 

documentaries, and current events. Content focus on understanding 

the genre of non-fiction writing and film. 

III. Advanced (approximate TOEFL of 500-550): Students continue also 

language work through 2, 50-minute content courses meeting 3 days per 

week. Courses developed around a special theme to promote cultural 

understanding, build schemata, and perfect academic study skills and 

strategies. Supplemental ESL Content courses integrating reading, 

writing, grammar, listening, and speaking in an authentic context. Two 

adjunct course offerings meeting 1 hr/day. Adjunct courses selected from 

Western Civilization I, Biology I, Introduction to Public Speaking, 

Introduction to Political Science, Introduction to Sociology or other general 

curriculum courses deemed language intensive. 

A. Orientation to the American University 

Course content includes structure of university system, discussion of 

the deceptively informal environment, academic study skills, test taking 

strategies, time management, political correctness at the university, 

sexual harassment training, and plagiarism. 

B. Selected Readings form British and American Literature for NNSE 

Course content designed to sharpen language skills while supplying 

background knowledge assumed in required introductory literature 

courses in the host institution's general curriculum. For example, 

students will read selections typjcal of college-bound American high 

school students, especially short stories. 
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Sample new course proposal 

The following section is an outline example of the type of information that the 

curriculum committee at LC might consider before granting full approval and 

permission to appear in the catalog as part of an ESL program. 

1. Identification of Course 

a. Title: Selected Readings from British and American Literature for NNSE 

b. Prefix and number: ESL 110 

c. Credit: three hours 

d. Prerequisites: English placement test or successful completion of ESL 

intermediate level courses 

e. Instructor: ESL staff 

f. Special information: An ESL content course designed to develop English 

proficiency and establish a background in British and American literature. 

g. Frequency of offering: F/S 

h. Catalog description: Course deSigned to develop English proficiency while 

supplying background knowledge assumed in required introductory literature 

courses in general curriculum. Reading selections typical of college-bound 

American high school students, especially short stories. Selections from 

Edgar Allan Poe, Mark Twain, John Bunyan, Robert Louis Stevenson, and 

others. 

2. Rationale 

a. Relationship to courses now offered: These courses continue to develop the 

target language in an authentic setting. NNSE are better prepared for the 

literature requirements, which are language intensive, of the core 

curriculum at LC. 

b. Relationship to courses offered in other departments: Not only does this 

course prepare students linguistically and academically for their literature 
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courses in the general curriculum, this course also provides the foundation 

in critical reading, writing, and semi-formal speaking that is a component of 

almost every mainstream academic course. The course also provides 

NNSE with important vocabulary needed to participate fully in academic 

classes. 

c. Relationship to courses offered at other institutions: This ESL course is 

similar to other ESL courses at other institutions in its ultimate goal, 

producing successful students; however, this course is unique in 

recognizing the importance of developing schemata that aid 

comprehension in the target language. 

d. Relationship to central curriculum guidelines: see above 

3. Student Expectations and Requirements 

At the end of this course sequence, students should be able to read and 

comprehend a variety of British and American literary texts. Students 

should also be able to employ a variety of strategies to cope with the 

reading demands at the university level. Daily reading assignments, 

reading journals, unit exams, stUdent-lead discussions, vocabulary 

exercises and exams, and a tinallibrary project/analysis paper will be 

required. 

4. Texts 

Saitz, R. L. and Stieglitz, F. B. (1999). Short Takes in Fiction. New York: 

Longman. 

Any single novella, novel, or collection of short stories of the teacher's choice. 

Suggestions include Twain's Tom Sawyer & Stevenson's Dr. Jekel and Mr. Hyde 

5. Bibliographyffeacher's Reference 

Adamson, H. D. (1993). Academic competence theory and classroom 

practice: Preparing ESL students for content courses. New York: 

Longman. 

Brown, Douglas H. Teaching by Principles: An Interactive Approach to 
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Language Pedagogy. Prentice Hall Regents, 1994. 

6. Budget Implications 

a. Instruction: workshop 

b. Special equipment: none 

c. Expendable materials: none 
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Notes 

1This framework assumes a staff of three instructors although this might 

not be possible for the first year the program is in place. This is an 

implementational constraint to the curriculum (Markee, 1997) that the college 

administration and the program director must consider. If the college 

administration and the program director so decide, this framework can be viewed 

as a strategic plan for the future. For instance, the program might be 

implemented in stages by admitting only advanced level students the first year or 

. perhaps two, intermediate level students the next, and low level (intensive) 

students the next. This would allow the program to add teachers as the 

enrollment increased, and it would allow more time to develop the specific syllabi 

and course materials for special theme-based courses on each level. 

Unfortunately these types of program restraints curb or temporarily postpone 

even the most innovative of ideas. Although it is important to recognize that 

limitations of this type exist, a more detailed discussion of program 

implementation and syllabi construction are beyond the scope of this discussion. 

2The TOEFL scores for each level follow a recommendation by Haas 

(1990) who states that students "scoring in the 560-590 [PST] range will be able 

to handle a minimum full-time load of academic work; those in the 500-550 range 

should have a program of half-time academic work and half-time supplemental 

English; those in the 460-490 range may be able to handle one academic course 

if the rest of their program is in supplemental English; and those in the low 400's 

or below are in need of full-time intensive English" (p. 13). These ranges and 

correlating estimates of academic course work are based on Haas's experience 

as an admissions officer at Indiana University. To date TOEFL is strictly a norm

referenced test and no research has been done to correlate academic ability with 

TOEFL test scores. 
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3The minimum of a 400 TOEFL score requirement for participation in the 

ESL program at LC has been adapted from Haas's recommendations and comes 

from a recognized limitation of the new program. Especially in its infancy, the 

program will be small, and it is unlikely that the teachers could adequately attend 

to the needs of zero Jevel students. 

4The exit criteria for the ESL program waive the university's minimum 

TOEFL requirement of 560 (PST) for full admission. 

Sorhis is a content class that can be adapted to fit any cultural region. The 

idea is to take advantage of setting, explore regional differences, and conduct 

field learning when possible. 
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