The Prospect of Moral Philosophy in Content-Based Instruction
Abstract: Through various subjects, such as mathematics and social studies, content-based instruction (CBI) aims to increase both the English fluency and academic knowledge of English language learners (ELLs). Moral philosophy, on the other hand, has been relatively underrepresented as a content area in which ELLs can develop these skills. Yet, moral philosophy may have similar potential to benefit ELLs in a CBI environment. In this paper, the prospect of moral philosophy in CBI is explored through secondary literature by examining the benefits and challenges ELLs have experienced in CBI. The benefits discussed include the potential to develop English proficiency, academic knowledge, and critical thinking. The challenges, on the other hand, include a lack of administrative support, less attention to language learning itself, and relative difficulty for ELLs. Lastly, we turn toward content areas related to moral philosophy to get a clearer idea of how it may look in a CBI classroom.
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Introduction
Moral philosophy as a targeted content area in a content-based instruction (CBI) setting and how English language learners (ELLs) interact with it has been relatively unexplored by researchers, as it sees scarce use by language instructors. However, adjacent subjects to moral philosophy have been observed in CBI classrooms, and ELLs often exhibit many benefits (including an increase in academic vocabulary and English oral proficiency) from teaching these targeted content areas. Yet, instructors should exhibit some caution too, as these adjacent topics have introduced difficulties for ELLs, such as difficulties in comprehension in both the content area and the L2 used. Here we will look at both the strengths and challenges of CBI for ELLs. After getting a feel for the pros and cons of such language instruction, the way in which adjacent content areas to moral philosophy benefit or hamper ELLs will be examined in CBI settings.
Strengths of CBI for ELLs
Perhaps most prominently, and why CBI draws attention in language education, is its tangible benefits for ELLs in various aspects of both academic knowledge and language proficiency (Garner & Borg 2005; Rodgers 2006; Pessoa et al. 2007). For the latter especially, researchers have noted the “natural” setting it gives for ELLs to hone their English skills (Rodgers 2014). More specifically, ELLs in a CBI setting experience improvements in the “four basic skills” of language (i.e., listening, speaking, reading, and writing) as well as an expansion in vocabulary (Dueñas 2004). Improvements in these areas has been observed to be at a steady pace, with researchers noting a general, overall improvement to ELLs’ English abilities (Short et al. 2012).
Further still, these improvements are distinct in ELLs who participate in CBI classes as opposed to their peers who do not take CBI classes. Specifically, ELLs in CBI classes show improved writing compared to ELLs who do not take CBI classes (Karanfil 2020) and a linguistic awareness of language forms not seen prior to CBI classes (Zhang et al. 2022).
Importantly for their progression, too, CBI classes have been shown to act as a motivating factor for their interest in learning a second or additional language (L2)—perhaps in part due to CBI making content matter a focus of learning as opposed to focusing merely on the means of communicating the content matter itself (Sarı et al. 2015). For these reasons, some researchers place non-CBI/EAP (English for academic purposes) into the disparaging category of “TENOR” classes (“Teaching English for No Obvious Reason”) (Hinkel 2021, 701). An additional source of motivation to learn the L2 may be that of ELLs sharing a content area classroom with multilingual peers who have differing backgrounds, leading to both a further development of academic vocabulary and socioemotional maturity (Buxton & Caswell 2020). This interaction with their peers also creates “opportunities for interaction and production of L2 [which] in turn facilitate L2 learning” (Lo 2014, 143).
Other internal benefits, besides those we witness in the motivation of ELLs in learning the L2, include those that improve the self-esteem of ELLs due to meaningfully engaging with lively, pertinent topics, as opposed to merely and routinely learning the mechanics of language (Stryker & Leaver 1997). With the appropriate level of difficulty, ELLs show satisfaction with classes, as opposed to frustration (Takagaki & Tanabe 2004).
The challenges of CBI for ELLs
While non-CBI classes have been criticized for merely focusing on language with less focus or meaningful input, this is not entirely a drawback or an intentionally overlooked aspect of non-CBI classes. Namely, CBI classes, in order to be exceptionally effective, require appropriate institutional backing that may be hard to establish (Dueñas 2004) which can take the form simply a lack of resources or administrative support (Stryker & Leaver 1997). Additionally, instructors need to have sufficient understanding and knowledge of both the target language and the content area, making CBI both more difficult to initially implement as well as implementing efficiently (Baecher 2014). The standard here—that the instructor must both be certified in teaching the language to non-native speakers as well as the content area—is one that has made it difficult for school districts to keep up its hiring practices in finding and retaining such qualified individuals (Pessoa et al. 2007).
This unique aspect of CBI classes—what arguably makes it better than the previously mentioned “TENOR” classes—comes at an inherent difficulty that means the traditional ELL setting cannot be so easily discarded, as it is the latter that remains easier to fulfill expectations in the classroom. Further, the expectation of language classes as being in the form of TENOR classes may also be embedded in ELLs’ expectations, as many view such courses as being “language-driven” as opposed to content driven (Rodgers 2014). Similarly, the deeply embedded expectations of most districts’ view of language instruction are that of focusing on “grammar, translation, repetition, [and] reading at sight” (Cammarata 2016, 105) with content area being far from consideration. Lastly, the language utilized in such CBI classes may not conform to the level of grammatical expectations of the ELLs (Lo 2014).
Additionally, in contrast to more traditional language courses, CBI settings may show less efficiency in actually teaching the language to ELLs. This may stem from which (between language or the content area) becomes the focus of a lesson, as a focus on content may lead to less effective language instruction (Kong 2009). Likewise, if instructors struggle with the content area of instruction in a CBI setting, this can consequently lead to language instruction suffering as well (Sarı et al. 2015). In the case of the former, ELLs in CBI college courses on politics and economics have shown difficulty and frustration with the material—perhaps only understanding around half of the class (Takagaki & Tanabe 2004).
Even when executed properly, the effectiveness of CBI classes is a matter of contention in language learning. Specifically, a native-like fluency is not achieved through CBI alone (Rodgers 2006). And CBI, depending on the content and academic needs of the ELLs, may not be suitable for specific students if they are in programs that require studying different academic subjects (Garner & Borg 2005), whereas traditional language instruction remains broad enough to serve differing academic needs.
Critical thinking in CBI or use of moral, philosophical, political, or social issues
While science and social studies may have a privileged place in some CBI settings, there seems to be an equal case to be made for moral philosophy instruction, as constructivist models of science education have seen use in CBI classes (Nargund-Joshi 2016). Still, in the absence of their use, researching CBI and moral philosophy becomes quite difficult, so, to see anything approaching the relation between CBI and moral philosophy, the criteria will be broadened to include adjacent and similar topics (e.g., philosophy broadly and political or social issues) as well as the key skill of critical thinking that moral philosophy purportedly utilizes.
That said, the broadened criteria can be seen in the work of different researchers. For one, Karanfil (2020) observes ELLs who studied in a class that engaged with theories of knowledge, but, returning to the challenges of CBI, the students did find the material challenging. Theories of knowledge falling under CBI is compatible with the framework given by this form of instruction, as CBI sees use and ranges from topics within primary education and all the way to tertiary education (Dueñas 2004). This is further explained by the humanities being prime candidates for a CBI setting, as the humanities encourage discussion and critical thinking (Lo 2014). Through the humanities and CBI, critical thinking is further developed as students engage in academic language (Garner & Borg 2005).
Examples include Japanese college students learning about economics and politics in English lectures (Takagaki & Tanabe 2004), although the challenging nature of both the content area itself and it being delivered in English did cause the students difficulties through the course. For what students can, specifically, critically discuss in a college-level CBI setting, they can take positions on political issues, such as cultural contact between two different nations or topics that pertain to current events such as the expansion of NATO (Stryker & Leaver 1997).
Currently, too, educators have shown an interest in introducing critical pedagogy into English as a foreign language classes, but it remains still relatively absent from this setting, with its ostensible benefits of raising social and ideological awareness of ELLs and becoming more cognizant of power relations (Cammarata 2016). With ideological considerations within language pedagogy itself, proponents of introducing critical pedagogy into English classes argue that it may help ELLs in questioning stereotypes within language education itself (Hinkel 2011).
Conclusion
Throughout this paper, the following points were explored: 1) the strengths of CBI classes for ELLs, 2) the challenges CBI poses for ELLs, and 3) the possible interaction between CBI and moral philosophy—or adjacent topics—as a content area. For the first, ELLs witness an increase in their academic vocabulary and basic language skills (Garner & Borg 2005; Rodgers 2006; Pessoa et al. 2007). Additionally, ELLs experience a growth in linguistic awareness (Zhang et al. 2022) and progress that their non-CBI peers do not experience (Karanfil 2020).
Next, some of the challenges of CBI arose through the lack of administrative support CBI programs receive (Stryker & Leaver 1997) as well as the difficulties in finding appropriately qualified teachers to instruct on both language education and the targeted content area (Baecher 2014). Lastly, the interaction or existence of moral philosophy (or adjacent topics) was seen in cases of Japanese students who learned about economics through English classes (Takagaki & Tanabe 2004) and the humanities are seen as, in general, prime candidates for the targeted content area of a CBI class (Lo 2014). With these three themes covered, one could begin to see how ELLs may engage with moral philosophy as a content area in a CBI class. Again, the purpose of this study is to see how ELLs interact with moral philosophy as a content area in a CBI setting.
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