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The Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach (CALLA) is an innovative teaching methodology
designed to support English language learners (ELLs) in acquiring both language proficiency and
academic skills simultaneously. It emphasizes active student engagement, strategic learning, and the
integration of language development with curriculum content. Understanding the three major
components of CALLA is essential for educators aiming to implement this approach effectively in
diverse classroom settings. This article provides a comprehensive overview of these components, their

significance, and practical strategies for integration to enhance student learning outcomes.

Overview of the Cognitive Academic Language Learning

Approach (CALLA)

Before delving into its components, it’s important to grasp what makes CALLA a distinctive approach.
Developed by Judith B. Irlen and colleagues in the 1980s, CALLA is rooted in the principles of
cognitive and metacognitive strategies, emphasizing active learning and student autonomy. Its core

goal is to enable ELLs to succeed academically while developing their language skills.

CALLA’s effectiveness stems from its focus on three interconnected components:

1. Content-Based Instruction



2. Language Development Strategies

3. Meta-Cognitive Strategies

Together, these components create a comprehensive framework that addresses both the linguistic and

cognitive demands of academic learning.

Component 1: Content-Based Instruction

Definition and Significance

Content-Based Instruction (CBI) is the foundation of CALLA, emphasizing the integration of language
learning with subject matter content. Instead of teaching language in isolation, CBIl immerses students
in meaningful academic content such as science, social studies, or mathematics, promoting

contextualized learning.

This approach ensures that students are not only learning language but also acquiring knowledge in

specific disciplines. It contextualizes language use, making it more relevant and memorable.

Implementation Strategies

- Curriculum Integration: Incorporate language objectives within content lessons. For example, when

teaching a science unit, include vocabulary and language functions pertinent to scientific inquiry.

- Use of Visuals and Real Objects: Enhance understanding through images, diagrams, and hands-on
materials that support content comprehension.

- Interactive Activities: Engage students with group work, discussions, and projects centered around

the content area.

- Scaffolded Instruction: Provide support such as sentence frames, graphic organizers, and simplified



texts to assist comprehension.
- Assessment of Content Understanding: Use formative assessments like concept maps or

presentations to gauge content mastery alongside language development.

Benefits of Content-Based Instruction

- Promotes deeper understanding of academic material.
- Provides authentic contexts for language use.
- Motivates students through meaningful learning experiences.

- Facilitates transfer of language skills to real-world academic tasks.

Component 2: Language Development Strategies

Definition and Importance

Language Development Strategies in CALLA focus on explicit teaching of language skills necessary for
academic success. These strategies help students acquire vocabulary, grammatical structures, and

language functions relevant to their content learning.

This component ensures that students develop the linguistic tools needed to express ideas,

comprehend complex texts, and participate actively in classroom discussions.

Key Strategies and Techniques

- Vocabulary Instruction: Teach academic vocabulary systematically using semantic maps, word webs,
and contextualized examples.

- Language Function Practice: Emphasize specific language functions like comparing, contrasting,



hypothesizing, or summarizing.

- Sentence Frames and Starters: Provide sentence structures that support student responses and
writing.

- Repetition and Recycling: Reinforce vocabulary and structures through repeated exposure in different
contexts.

- Listening and Speaking Activities: Foster oral language development via discussions, debates, and
presentations.

- Explicit Grammar Teaching: Clarify grammatical concepts in context to improve accuracy and fluency.

Practical Applications

- Incorporate vocabulary journals where students record new words and their meanings.

- Use role-plays to practice language functions such as giving opinions or explaining procedures.
- Integrate language focus lessons within content areas, emphasizing the form and use of key
structures.

- Employ technology tools like language learning apps and online dictionaries to reinforce vocabulary.

Outcome of Effective Language Strategies

- Enhanced vocabulary and language accuracy.
- Improved ability to understand and produce academic language.

- Greater confidence in participating in classroom activities.

Component 3: Meta-Cognitive Strategies



Understanding Meta-Cognition in CALLA

Meta-cognitive strategies involve students’ awareness of their own learning processes and the ability
to regulate their cognitive activities. This component empowers learners to become self-directed,

strategic thinkers who can plan, monitor, and evaluate their understanding and learning tactics.

In the context of CALLA, meta-cognitive strategies are crucial for fostering independence and lifelong

learning sKills.

Types of Meta-Cognitive Strategies

- Planning: Setting goals before engaging with a task, such as previewing content or selecting
appropriate strategies.

- Monitoring: Continually checking one’s comprehension and progress during learning activities.
- Evaluating: Reflecting on what has been learned, identifying areas of difficulty, and adjusting

strategies accordingly.

Strategies for Teaching Meta-Cognitive Skills

- Think-Alouds: Model verbalizing thoughts during tasks to demonstrate strategic thinking.

- Self-Questioning: Encourage students to ask themselves questions about their understanding and
progress.

- Use of Graphic Organizers: Visual tools like flowcharts or checklists help students plan and monitor
their learning.

- Reflection Journals: Have students record their learning experiences, challenges, and strategies
used.

- Goal Setting: Teach students to establish specific, measurable learning objectives.



Benefits of Meta-Cognitive Strategies

- Increased learner autonomy.
- Improved problem-solving skills.
- Enhanced ability to transfer learned strategies to new contexts.

- Greater motivation and confidence.

Integrating the Components for Effective Learning

The synergy among content-based instruction, language development strategies, and meta-cognitive
strategies makes CALLA a powerful approach for supporting English language learners. To maximize
its effectiveness:

- Teachers should design lessons that seamlessly blend content and language objectives.

- Explicitly teach and model language and meta-cognitive strategies.

- Provide ongoing opportunities for students to practice and reflect.

- Use formative assessments to monitor progress across all components.

Conclusion

The three major components of the Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach—Content-Based
Instruction, Language Development Strategies, and Meta-Cognitive Strategies—form a comprehensive
framework that addresses the multifaceted needs of English language learners. By integrating these
components into daily classroom practices, educators can facilitate meaningful learning experiences

that promote both academic achievement and language proficiency.



Implementing CALLA requires thoughtful planning, continuous reflection, and adaptation to meet
diverse student needs. When effectively applied, this approach not only enhances language skills but

also fosters independent, strategic learners capable of succeeding in complex academic environments.
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By understanding and implementing the three core components of CALLA, educators can create
inclusive, engaging, and effective learning environments that support the academic and linguistic

growth of all students.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the three major components of the Cognitive Academic
Language Learning Approach (CALLA)?

The three major components of CALLA are Cognitive Strategies, Content Area Instruction, and

Metacognitive Strategies.



How does the Cognitive Strategies component of CALLA enhance
learning?

It teaches students specific mental processes such as summarizing, organizing, and analyzing

information to improve their understanding and retention of academic content.

What role does Content Area Instruction play in the CALLA
framework?

It integrates language learning with subject-specific content, ensuring students develop both language

skills and content knowledge simultaneously.
Why are Metacognitive Strategies important in CALLA?
They help students become aware of their own learning processes, enabling them to plan, monitor,

and evaluate their understanding and strategies effectively.

How do the three components of CALLA work together to support
English language learners?

They create a comprehensive approach where students learn content, develop language skills, and
become aware of their learning processes, leading to more effective and autonomous learning.
Can you give an example of a Cognitive Strategy used in CALLA?

An example is using graphic organizers to help students visually organize information and improve
comprehension.

How does CALLA promote student engagement in academic learning?

By teaching strategic and metacognitive skills, students actively participate in their learning process,

making it more meaningful and engaging.



What is the main goal of incorporating CALLA’s three components into
instruction?

The main goal is to develop students' academic language proficiency and content understanding while

fostering independent and strategic learners.

Additional Resources

The Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach (CALLA) Has Three Major Components. They
Are:

The Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach (CALLA) stands out as a comprehensive and
research-based instructional model designed to support English language learners (ELLs) in acquiring
both academic language proficiency and content knowledge. Developed by researchers and educators
committed to promoting equitable education, CALLA integrates cognitive learning strategies with
content-based instruction, ensuring that students are equipped with the skills necessary to succeed
academically while simultaneously developing their language abilities. This approach is especially
relevant in diverse classrooms where students come from varied linguistic backgrounds, and it
emphasizes active student engagement, metacognitive awareness, and strategic learning.
Understanding the three major components of CALLA provides educators, curriculum developers, and
policymakers with a clear blueprint for implementation and highlights its strengths and potential

challenges.

1. Content Instruction

Content instruction forms the backbone of the CALLA approach. Its primary goal is to teach academic

subjects—such as mathematics, science, social studies, or language arts—while simultaneously



developing students’ language skills. The integration of content and language is essential because it
ensures that language development is contextualized, meaningful, and directly related to students’

learning goals.

Features of Content Instruction in CALLA

- Contextualized Learning: Content is taught within meaningful contexts that facilitate language
acquisition. Instead of isolated vocabulary or grammar exercises, students engage with real-world
problems, texts, and activities that mirror authentic academic tasks.

- Use of Visuals and Supports: Teachers employ visual aids, graphic organizers, charts, and
manipulatives to help students understand complex concepts and vocabulary.

- Scaffolded Instruction: Content delivery is scaffolded to match students’ proficiency levels, gradually
increasing complexity as their understanding deepens.

- Integration of Language and Content Objectives: Lessons clearly delineate both content and

language goals, ensuring that students are aware of what they are learning and why.

Pros and Features

- Enhances comprehension by tying new language to meaningful content.

- Promotes critical thinking by engaging students with complex ideas.

- Facilitates deeper understanding, which benefits both language development and academic
achievement.

- Supports diverse learners through scaffolding and visual supports.

Challenges

- Requires significant planning and preparation from teachers to effectively integrate content and
language instruction.
- May demand additional resources, such as visual aids or manipulatives.

- Teachers need specialized training to balance content mastery with language development



effectively.

2. Teaching Learning Strategies

The second core component of CALLA emphasizes explicitly teaching students cognitive and meta-
cognitive learning strategies. These strategies empower students to become autonomous learners,
capable of managing their own learning processes, which is vital for success in academic settings,

especially for ELLs.

Features of Teaching Learning Strategies in CALLA

- Explicit Instruction: Teachers actively teach students specific strategies such as summarizing,
questioning, inferencing, note-taking, and organizing information.

- Modeling and Practice: Strategies are modeled by teachers, and students are given multiple
opportunities to practice them in various contexts.

- Gradual Release of Responsibility: Initially, teachers guide students closely, but over time, students
assume more responsibility for applying strategies independently.

- Integration with Content: Strategies are embedded within content lessons; for example, students

might use questioning strategies during a science experiment or note-taking during a history lecture.

Pros and Features

- Develops students’ metacognitive skills, making them aware of their learning processes.
- Fosters independence and self-regulation, encouraging students to take ownership of their learning.
- Results in improved comprehension, retention, and application of knowledge.

- Equips students with transferable skills that benefit other academic areas and lifelong learning.



Challenges

- Requires consistent and explicit teaching of strategies across lessons.
- Some students may initially resist or struggle with adopting new strategies.

- Teachers need ongoing professional development to effectively teach and reinforce strategies.

3. Use of Learning Strategies by Students

The third major component of CALLA emphasizes students actively applying and practicing learned
strategies during their learning activities. This component ensures that students are not passive
recipients of instruction but are engaged participants who utilize strategies to enhance understanding

and retention.

Features of Student Use of Strategies in CALLA

- Active Engagement: Students are encouraged to use strategies such as summarizing, questioning,
and visualizing during lessons.

- Self-Monitoring: Students assess their understanding and adjust their strategies accordingly, fostering
self-regulation.

- Collaborative Learning: Students often work in pairs or groups, practicing strategies collaboratively
which enhances peer learning.

- Reflective Practice: Students reflect on their use of strategies and their effectiveness, promoting

metacognitive awareness.

Pros and Features

- Reinforces the application of strategies in authentic academic tasks.

- Builds confidence and independence as students see their strategies leading to success.



- Encourages reflective thinking about learning processes, leading to continuous improvement.

- Promotes active learning, making lessons more engaging and meaningful.

Challenges

- Students may need time and repeated practice to become proficient in strategy use.
- Without proper guidance, students may misuse or underuse strategies.

- Teachers must monitor and provide feedback on strategy application, which can be time-consuming.

Conclusion

The Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach (CALLA) offers a holistic framework that
effectively bridges language development and content mastery. Its three major components—content
instruction, teaching learning strategies, and student application of those strategies—work
synergistically to foster not only academic success but also lifelong learning skills. When implemented
thoughtfully, CALLA can transform classrooms into dynamic environments where diverse learners
thrive, equipped with the language and cognitive tools necessary for academic achievement and

beyond.

However, successful implementation requires dedicated teacher training, appropriate resources, and
ongoing support. Educators must balance content delivery with strategic teaching, modeling, and
fostering student independence. Despite potential challenges, the benefits of CALLA—such as
improved comprehension, increased learner autonomy, and enhanced engagement—make it a
compelling approach for educators committed to supporting English language learners and all students

in achieving their full academic potential.

In summary, understanding and applying the three core components of CALLA can significantly

enhance instructional practices, leading to more inclusive, effective, and empowering learning



experiences for students from diverse linguistic backgrounds.
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