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tion in a private Catholic school; 
graduate and post-graduate studies in 
Humanities amidst a largely Marxist 
group of friends at one of Asia’s largest 
residential universities; teaching in in-
ternational schools in Jeddah and Du-
bai and living among fellow 
‘expatriates’ in the Middle East; and 
now an ‘immigrant Canadian’ for the 
past nineteen months, studying to-
wards a TESL Certificate. 

 Looking at the range of value 
orientations towards variables such as 
nature, action, communication and 

(Continued on page 3) 

I t’s a daunting task to define one’s cul-
tural identity. In my own case, it is 
even more daunting to consider to 

what extent my inherited religion, ethnic 
values and beliefs have contributed to 
this identity, as opposed to my own cul-
tural experiences and interactions with 
people over the years. 

  Some brief biographical facts 
might help this process: a liberal and 
secular upbringing in a middle-class 
Muslim family in India; secondary educa-
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structure, it’s interesting to see that while I do 
identify with some of the orientations which are 
particular to South Asian ‘culture’ (emphasis on 
cooperation, relationships, and a high context, 
for example), some do not apply: change and 
conflict are not seen as threatening, I believe in 
a democratic management style as far as power 
is concerned, and I’d define myself as a negotia-
tor and a problem solver. 

(Continued from page 1) 

I’m reasonably secure in my identity as 
a well-educated person of South Asian origin, 
and I’d term myself overall as a ‘global nomad’ 
of sorts: ‘home’ can mean India, Dubai, or Can-
ada, depending upon the context. If culture 
serves the identity—meaning function and cul-
tural beliefs shape our identities (Ting-Toomey, 
2005)—it would be interesting to see how far the 
lack of religious belief has impacted my cultural 
self, given the significance of religion vis-à-vis 
culture.  

 My observation practicum was a great 
opportunity to check on intercultural communi-
cation in a diverse classroom. Having lived and 
worked in a multicultural environment, it came 
as no surprise to see that adult learners pre-
ferred to sit among their own language groups, 
or that their L1 and shared culture served as 
identity markers. While there were some na-
tional animosities based on historical realities, 
their common identity as immigrants and learn-
ers imbued their interaction with each other with 
a mutual respect. Thus I saw positive exchanges 
and intercultural friendships among those ESL 
learners; unfortunately, I saw some cultural mis-
understandings in my own TESL classroom. 

One of our instructors (X) made a re-
mark during the course of the class, saying how 
glad she was to be in a classroom where every-
one spoke English, and that one could get fed 
up of teaching about “fruits and vegetables” in 
ESL classes. This conveyed overall a negative 
and condescending attitude towards immigrants 
in general, which made some of us feel resentful 
towards X. A few weeks later, I mentioned this to 

(Continued on page 4) 
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a Canadian-born classmate. She said she hadn’t 
really thought that it could offend anyone. I 
then talked about this incident with another Ca-
nadian-born classmate, she was surprised that 
we could be offended at all by someone she 
perceived as a good instructor. 

To emphasize a ‘common humanity,’ 
Janet Bennett and Milton Ben-
nett developed the DIE+K 
model. The model, which 
stands for Description + Inter-
pret + Evaluate = Knowledge, 
uses ambiguous objects and 
pictures to comment on peo-
ple’s cultural behaviours and 
can be used in the classroom 
to pre-empt cultural clashes. 
In evaluating and interpreting 
this incident using the DIE+K 
model from the instructor’s 
point of view, I feel that per-
haps she had paid us the 
compliment of seeing us as 
TESL trainees, not as immi-
grant students. She might 
have made that remark about teaching about 
“fruits and vegetables” out of empathy, know-
ing that we’d be starting out in our teaching ca-
reers and would be confronted with these 
problems. I think that it was not out of malice 
that she made that remark, but still, I initially 
perceived it as insensitivity towards immi-
grants.  

 However, this analysis has thrown up 
interesting points regarding cultural filters and 
assumptions. Was my cultural identity then so 
fragile, and why had I reacted as an 
‘immigrant’ rather than as a TESL student on 
par with other classmates? Ting-Toomey’s ob-
servation that “another person’s perception 

(Continued from page 3) concerning a holder’s salient identity dimen-
sions may differ from the holder’s preferred 
identity” is also valid in this context, and so is 
the assumption that many intercultural encoun-
ters involve well-meaning clashes. Now I see 
myself as ready to join the workforce, but I feel 
that maybe others might still just see me as a 
(needy) immigrant—and that makes me feel at 
odds with my preferred identity of a well-

educated person of a certain ori-
gin. 

 On the DMIS scale 
(Developmental Model of Intel-
lectual Sensitivity; Bennett, 
1995) I would put myself at the 
acceptance stage, or even adap-
tion, towards ethno-relativity, in 
the context of living in Canada. 
However, my judgmental atti-
tude towards X reminds me of 
the excess cultural baggage we 
carry, and has made me aware 
of the subtle biases we have 
which might cloud our percep-
tions in intercultural communica-
tions. 

 Another cultural misun-
derstanding at the international school where I 
taught in Dubai illustrates the point further. The 
teaching staff was also multicultural, with many 
Emirati particularly in the morning as we ar-
rived for the start of the teaching day. An Aus-
tralian colleague (Y), gregarious by nature, 
would loudly greet us non-Emiratis; however, 
he would give his Arabic colleagues just a nod, 
especially if they happened to be female teach-
ers who had their hair covered by a scarf, as is 
the custom. These teachers would talk to him 
and sometimes even take the lead in greeting 
him, but his greetings would often exclude 
them. At a staff meeting, one of our Arabic col-

(Continued on page 5) 

“...why had I  
reacted as an 

‘immigrant’ rather 
than as a TESL  
student on par 

with other  
classmates?” 
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leagues brought this up and said that, as we 
were all colleagues, it was a bit rude on Y’s 
part to exclude them so deliberately. Y was ab-
solutely taken aback, and explained that he 
was only doing it out of respect, having heard 
that it wasn’t proper for a male foreigner to di-
rectly address Emirati ladies. 

 The Emirati 
teachers were not 
happy to be consid-
ered as Arabic rather 
than as fellow teach-
ers: after all weren’t 
we all supposed to be 
colleagues? This 
again throws up the 
question of preferred 
and perceived identi-
ties, and has ramifica-
tions for me as a future 
TESL instructor in a 
multicultural class in 
Canada. 

 Intercultural 
communication is an 
irreversible process, 
and as I negotiate my 
way through shared 
meanings with friends 
from different cultural communities, certain 
steps come to mind. It may be possible to pre-
vent ’well-meaning clashes’ through a deep un-
derstanding and appreciation of values which 
forge our cultural identities. Instructors could 
look out for commonalities which bind students 
in an ESL classroom, and also try to expand 
their general knowledge of other cultures. 
Though I’m not sure if my immigrant status 
gives me a better understanding and empathy 
towards the prickly issue of cultural identities 
of the ESL learners, I would certainly address 

(Continued from page 4) the issue and talk about how culture influences 
us. I would use the DIE+K model with students 
to pre-empt any cultural conflicts, and in gen-
eral use learners’ experiences regarding cul-
ture in a positive way to illustrate its signifi-
cance. 

What I have also understood through 
the lessons on cultural sociolinguistics is that 

the importance of language vis-à-vis 
culture (and vice versa) cannot be over-
stated. It’s tied up with notions of power 
and cultural superiority, and even has 
significance in the context of economic 
discrimination. As many aspects of the 
subject are outside the purview of this 
essay, I would only conclude that cul-
tural training is very important for ESL 
teachers, as is the knowledge that re-
spectful behavior goes a long way in 
preventing cultural miscommunications 
of a general nature.   
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From the Editor 

W elcome to this issue of Contact! In 
this issue you will find articles of 
interest to teachers working in all 
aspects of ESL in Ontario.   

 The first article is by Rana Khan, who 
considers ‘home’ to be any of Canada, India, 
and Dubai; Rana explores how cultural as-
sumptions are shaped and expressed; she 
considers some of her own experiences with 
teachers and colleagues in this context. As a 
teacher, Rana considers the implications of 
cultural assumptions in the ESL classroom. 

 The next three articles are on topics 
directly relevant to classroom practice. The 
first, by Daragh Hayes, considers the impor-
tance of vocabulary learning for the EAP stu-
dent, addresses commonly held beliefs about 
the use of the L1 in classroom instruction, and 
presents an innovative approach to individu-
alized vocabulary learning and testing. Many 
EAP programs across Ontario are experienc-
ing a large influx of Arabic-speaking stu-
dents. The next article, by Mary Lawless and 
Naglaa Salem, provides a systematic over-
view of the linguistic challenges experienced 
by Arabic-speaking students and offers some 
advice on suggested approaches to teaching. 
My own article outlines an activity I have 
used many times in my EAP classes, which is 
guaranteed to get EAP students talking in 
class! 

 Next, we have two articles on the 
topic of using technology in the classroom. 
The first, by Robert McBride and a team of 
technology experts, introduces a program 
developed to educate LINC instructors on the 
use of technology in the classroom. The sec-
ond, by John Allan and Stephen Roney, dem-

onstrates one specific application of technol-
ogy in the classroom—that of Wordle. Having 
used Wordle myself, I have to say that it’s a 
huge amount of fun! 

 Moving on, we are treated to a won-
derful short story by Contact’s regular crea-
tive writer, Judy Pollard Smith. No reader will 
fail to be moved by Judy’s portrayal of a Viet-
namese immigrant and her struggles to adapt 
to her new home in Canada. 

 Returning to EAP, Tina Marshall re-
ports on her interview with Lucia Engkent, 
author of several textbooks, including the 
EAP text Skill Set. Lucia talks about how she 
came to write Skill Set, and she offers some 
words of wisdom for other budding writers 
hoping to have their materials published.  

 Finally, Rana Khan started the issue 
off, with her discussion of culture in our class-
rooms. We end with a review of a new book, 
with that exact title. Judy Pollard Smith’s re-

(Continued on page 7) 

Tania Pattison 
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view of Culture in Our Classrooms, by Gill 
Johnson and Mario Rinvolucri, brings us full-
circle, and provides plenty of food for 
thought.  

 

Write for Contact! 

 I am eager to receive articles of inter-
est to TESL Ontario members. Whether you 
are an experienced writer or someone who 
has never published before, please consider 
writing for Contact. Some possible themes 
are as follows: 

• Teaching methods, techniques, 
and activities. Do you have a 
classroom activity that works, and 
that you would like to share? Have 
you experimented with a new ap-
proach to teaching? Would you 
like to share your insights into 
teaching with technology, experi-
ential learning, evaluation, or any 
other approach to ESL instruction? 
I’d love to hear from you. 

• Issues related to settlement and 
immigration. Do your own ex-
periences provide you with in-
sights that you would like to share 
with Contact readers?  Do you have 
advice for teachers engaged in 
teaching newcomers, or strong 
feelings about issues related to 
immigration and settlement?  
Please consider sharing these. 

• Research. While Contact is not a 
peer-reviewed journal, you are 
certainly invited to submit the re-

(Continued from page 6) sults of your research for publica-
tion in Contact.  

• Creative writing. Do you have a 
creative flair? Send me your po-
ems and short stories related to 
the ESL teaching profession! 

• Book reviews. Anyone interested 
in reviewing books related to ESL 
instruction is invited to get in 
touch. You may choose to review a 
book that has caught your attention 
or we can also offer suggestions.  

• Letters to the editor. Would you 
like to comment on anything you 
have read in Contact? Drop me a 
line! 

• Other topics of interest to the 
TESL Ontario community. Con-
tact is your magazine; if you have a 
topic close to your heart, and that 
you think would be interesting and 
relevant to the TESL Ontario com-
munity, please share your 
thoughts. 

 Whether you have a specific idea for 
an article, or if you just want to chat about 
future involvement with Contact, please get 
in touch. The best way to reach me is by 
email at tania.tesl@gmail.com. I am look-
ing forward to hearing from you! 

 Next deadline: September 30.   

 

 -Tania 
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A lthough language teachers routinely 
encourage learners to broaden their 
study repertoire beyond the scope of 

course textbooks and class content alone, the 
autonomous self-directed study that teachers 
advocate is rarely incorporated into learner 
evaluation on an ongoing basis. Indeed, de-
spite an awareness that teachers cannot possi-
bly hope to address the complete depth and 
range of language knowledge that their learn-
ers will require upon entering the workforce 
or post-ESL academia, teachers often feel com-
pelled to limit their evaluation of learner work 
to the discrete material covered in any given 
course. In this article I will describe a highly 

personalized testing model that can promote 
an autonomous approach to supplementary 
vocabulary study on the part of learners. In 
addition to being flexible enough to adapt to 
specific vocabulary needs at the individual 
level, the process also affirms the role that 
learners’ first language can play in the lan-
guage acquisition process. 

 

The Vocabulary Predicament 

 Researchers estimate that second lan-
guage (L2) learners require a vocabulary base 
of 2,000 words to function in everyday spoken 

(Continued on page 9) 

IN THE CLASSROOM 

Student Choice and L1 in Vocabulary Testing 
By Daragh Hayes 

Daragh Hayes in action at the 2010 TESL Ontario Conference, Sheraton Centre, Toronto. 
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conversation (Schonell et al., 1956); 10,000 
word families to read most university text-
books (Hazenburg & Hulstijn, 1996); and 
15,000–20,000 word families for a native 
speaker-like proficiency (Nation & Waring, 
1997). When one considers that L2 learners 
must know approximately 95 per cent of the 
words in any given text to 
facilitate comprehension 
(Schmitt, 2000), the impor-
tance of vocabulary in the 
language acquisition process 
cannot be understated. 

 V o c a b u l a r y  r e -
searchers generally acknowl-
edge that L2 learners cannot 
attain a viably-sized vocabu-
lary through explicit class-
r oom teachi ng  al one 
(Schmitt, 2000). Indeed, 
Thornbury (2002) concedes 
the limitations of direct vo-
cabulary instruction when he 
cautions that “[a] good part of 
vocabulary learning has to be 
incidental” (p. 22). In addi-
tion, Nation (2008) argues 
that assuming responsibility for one’s own 
learning is pivotal in achieving any measure of 
vocabulary learning success. Rivers (1983) 
likewise stresses the importance of individual 
accountability in the vocabulary acquisition 
process when she contends that “[v]ocabulary 
cannot be taught. It can be presented, ex-
plained, included in all kinds of activities, and 
experienced in all manner of associations…but 
ultimately it is learned by the individual” (p. 
127). 

 Despite consensus on the need to ex-
pose learners to an extensive range of vocabu-

(Continued from page 8) lary, instructors commonly restrict classroom 
evaluation of learner vocabulary to discrete 
items in course textbooks or frequency lists 
such as the General Service List (GSL) and the 
Academic Word List (AWL). Although instruc-
tors may also require learners to collect indi-
vidual word lists of ‘noticed’ vocabulary 
(Schmidt & Frota, 1986, p. 311) in vocabulary 
journals, the fact remains that evaluating large 

heterogeneous classes of 
learners using individualized 
vocabulary tests is generally 
viewed as an unmanageable 
task. 

 

L1 in the Language 
Classroom  

 While interest has 
grown in recent years as to the 
efficacy of  first language (L1) 
use in the English language 
classroom, in many respects 
the discussion remains both 
highly contentious if not 
overtly politicized (Turnbull 
and Dailey-O’Cain, 2009). 
Pennycook (1994) suggests 
that far from being merely a 

holdover from the Direct Method and Audiolin-
gual Method in language teaching, the contin-
ued promotion of a monolingual teaching stan-
dard is symptomatic of a neo-colonial ten-
dency that persists in English language teach-
ing. As Cook (2001) notes, “Recent (ELT) meth-
ods do not so much forbid the L1 as ignore its 
existence altogether ... the only times the L1 is 
mentioned is when advice is given on how to 
minimize its use” (p. 404). Macaro (2005) goes 
further in suggesting that preference for a 
monolingual teaching standard arises in no 

(Continued on page 10) 
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small part from the inability of target lan-
guage-only proponents to communicate in the 
L1 of their students.  

In addition, several researchers 
(Cummins 2000, 2005, 2007; Coelho 1998, 
2004; Cook, 2001; Macaro, 2005) and Ministry 
of Education reports (see for example Many 
roots, many voices, 2005) have challenged the 
longstanding belief that L1 use in the class-
room can only serve to obstruct target lan-
guage acquisition. For the most part, however, 
advocates have framed L1 use a vehicle by 
which learners’ cultural and linguistic identi-
ties can be validated either through the use of 
Dual Language Identity Texts (Cummins, 
2006b), when clarifying concepts, planning or 
drafting work to be completed later in English, 
or celebrating a multilingual classroom envi-
ronment (Coelho, 2004). Other researchers 
(McMillan & Turnbill, 2009; Macaro, 2009; Cor-
coran, 2009) have looked specifically at L1 use 
to facilitate comprehension on the part of non-
native speaker teachers in homogeneous 
classroom settings with a shared common lan-
guage.  

In my case, I have sought to develop 
ways the L1 can be employed as a strategic 
tool so that learners’ prior learning can be in-
corporated into their ongoing study routines in 
linguistically diverse contexts where recourse 
to a shared L1 is not practical. Indeed, given 
the multitude of proficiency levels and linguis-
tic backgrounds that exist in many Ontario 
classrooms, it is worth considering how the use 
of an individualized vocabulary testing proc-
ess might allow students to be assessed ac-
cording to their own levels of language acqui-
sition and vocabulary needs. In enabling stu-
dents to be assessed on vocabulary items they 
‘noticed’ (Schmidt & Frota, 1986) in their eve-
ryday lives and selected for self-study, stu-

(Continued from page 9) 

dents can experience a greater degree of 
ownership over the vocabulary testing proc-
ess. Furthermore, an individualized vocabu-
lary testing routine enables learners to self-
manage their own learning in an environment 
that affirms what Cummins (2006a) refers to as 
the linguistic and cultural capital that learners 
bring to the classroom. Additionally, the dual 
language nature of the testing process chal-
lenges the longstanding “two soli-
tudes” (Cummins, 2005, p. 588) model that 
assumed a total separation of linguistic and 
cognitive abilities in the case of bilingual and 
multilingual learners. Instead, Cummins 
(1980/2001) has challenged the notion that 
there is a Separate Underlying Proficiency 
(SUP) between languages and suggests that a 
Common Underlying Proficiency (CUP; see 
Figure 1) exists. Cummins argues that the CUP 
model of bilingualism more accurately reflects 
the interdependence of the cognitive and aca-
demic proficiencies in L1 and L2 literacy skills 
as well as the common cognitive and academic 

(Continued on page 11) 

 

Surface  
features of  

L1 

Surface  
features of  

L2 

Cognitive/Academic  
Language Proficiency 

Figure 1. ‘Dual iceberg’ representation of bilin-
gual fluency illustrating the Common Underlying 
Proficiency model of interdependence between 
languages (Cummins, 1980/2001, p. 118) 
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foundation that lies beneath the surface fea-
tures of different languages.  

With regard to cognitive processing, 
Macaro (2009) notes that bilingual speakers 
activate both first and second language lexical 
items in the long-term memory when process-
ing language, which suggests that attempts to 
discourage learners’ internal L1 to target lan-
guage (TL) transfer is to advocate for a less 
efficient and cognitively counterintuitive ap-
proach. Furthermore, Schmitt (2000) notes that 
for many non-native speakers the process of 
acquiring a new word can often be as simple 
as relabeling concepts they already have in 
their L1. In this sense, the L1 can facilitate a 
relatively rapid expansion of TL vocabulary 
precisely because it builds upon learners’ 
prior knowledge and schemata.  

With regards to student practices that 
enhance vocabulary acquisition, Thornbury 
(2002) notes that successful acquisition 
“requires repeated visits and conscious 
study ... outside of class time, since there sim-

(Continued from page 10) ply isn’t time enough in class for review and 
recycling” (p. 156). Not only does the testing 
model I describe encourage learners to as-
sume more responsibility for their vocabulary 
learning, it also meets many of the following 
criteria that Thornbury identifies as being cen-
tral to successful word learning, such as ample 
opportunities for repetition and repeated re-
hearsal (see Figures 2 and 3 below); practiced 
retrieval; spacing and distributed practice 
when reviewing; pacing study and review ac-
cording to individual needs; as well as the op-
portunity to personally organize and contextu-
alize vocabulary.  

Finally, the backwash effect should be 
considered: it is likely that learners will take 
vocabulary learning more seriously if they 
know that they are going to be tested on the 
material (Thornbury, 2002). To be sure, I 
would argue that this element of individual ac-
countability only gains increased importance 
when encouraging learners to look beyond the 
textbook and prescribed course content in 
their daily study routines. 

(Continued on page 12) 

Figure 2. Typical pattern of forgetting 
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Figure 3. Pattern of forgetting with expanded 
rehearsal (Schmitt, 2000, p. 131) 
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Context 

 I am currently using this procedure in 
an intermediate-level ESL Reading and Writing 
class in a post-secondary setting. The learners 
come from a variety of language and cultural 
backgrounds, with the majority aspiring to 
complete degrees and qualifications at either 
the college or university level in Ontario. The 
learners meet six hours a week for a period of 
16 weeks and the individualized vocabulary 
tests described are conducted on a weekly 
basis. As the majority of class time is devoted 
to reading, writing, and communication activi-
ties, a significant portion of the vocabulary 
self-study and review occurs outside of class 
hours. That said, the learners also use indi-
vidually prepared word cards during in-class 
activities involving productive use of their self-
selected vocabulary in context. The individual-
ized vocabulary tests comprise only a small 
percentage of the learners’ grades for the 
course, with the majority of the course evalua-
tion being based on assignments, review tests, 
and exams.    

 

Procedure in Brief 

 Learners use individual vocabulary 
journals and self-prepared word cards to com-
pile lists of vocabulary items that fall beyond 
the range covered in the course materials. To 
this end, learners are encouraged to collect 
vocabulary items they encounter in conversa-
tion, the media, or elsewhere that they feel are 
salient and wish to make part of their produc-
tive language repertoires. Learners then com-
pile a numbered master list of self-selected 
English vocabulary items and L1 translations in 
their vocabulary journals. In the case of lan-

(Continued from page 11) guages that that do not use the Latin alphabet, 
such as Chinese or Arabic, learners provide a 
phonetic spelling of the translation. If learners 
select ten words per week for self-study, each 
learner will have a list of 40 potential items to 
be quizzed on at the end of a four-week cycle.  

On quiz day, learners exchange num-
bered vocabulary study lists with random part-
ners. Test partners then prepare individual-
ized test papers comprised of a list of L1 items 
minus their English translations. Next, test 
partners return ‘blank’ test papers to the 
learners so that the L1 vocabulary items can be 
translated back into English before returning 
the papers to their peers for evaluation. I then 
collect the quizzes to assess learners’ pro-
gress, consider how the results might influ-
ence upcoming classroom activities, and re-
cord the quiz scores. It is worth noting that I 
determine the quiz items each week by select-
ing a series of numbers from the vocabulary 
lists. For example, I might ask learners to pre-
pare quizzes using items numbered five 
through nine from one week, and items 21 
through 25 from another week. In so doing, I 
ensure that a range of items is tested each 
week and encourage learners to adopt a reit-
erative approach to their vocabulary study and 
review. The translated study lists enable learn-
ers to prepare, administer, and grade one an-
other’s quizzes efficiently while allowing for a 
highly individualized testing process. When 
the quizzes are administered on a weekly ba-
sis, a routine is quickly established that pro-
motes the ongoing acquisition of new vocabu-
lary as well as review and retention of previ-
ously studied items. Once learners are familiar 
with the process, it is also possible to extend 
the productive demands of the quizzes by re-
quiring learners to provide sample sentences 
that demonstrate an ability to place randomly 
selected quiz vocabulary items into context 

(Continued on page 13) 
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(see the Appendix for a more detailed descrip-
tion of the testing process). 

 

Limitations 

 Most commonly used vocabulary test-
ing systems are limited to some degree in the 
depth and aspects of word knowledge they can 
meaningfully assess (Schmitt & McCarthy, 
1997; Schmitt, 2000). In the case of a memory-
retrieval and translation-based test such as the 
one described here, the test will undoubtedly 
emphasize familiarity with the core meaning of 
words rather than a more encyclopaedic 
knowledge of a vocabulary item. The test is 
also limited in several other respects as a re-
sult of its reliance on translation. For one, the 
level of semantic overlap between words 
across languages and cultures can vary signifi-
cantly, such that the mere translation of a word 
may not always encompass the full range of 
meaning in the L1. Additionally, learners may 
embrace ‘false friends’ in the form of words 
that appear to be equivalents when their mean-
ings do not actually correspond (Thornbury, 
2002). Conversely, in some cases the possibil-
ity also exists that the desired concept may not 
actually exist in the other language. 

 Another concern is the possibility that 
some students may opt to select ‘easy’ words 
in an attempt to ‘play it safe’ and attain higher 
test scores. Personal experience tells me that 
this concern is unwarranted for the following 
reasons:  

• I have the opportunity to monitor 
the process when collecting the 
completed quizzes and approach 
learners if the selected vocabulary 
items appear insufficiently challeng-
ing.  

(Continued from page 12) 
• I have an additional opportunity to 

monitor the process when collecting 
and assessing learners’ vocabulary 
journals. 

• Given the cumulative nature of the 
process whereby learners continu-
ally add new items to their personal 
study lists, even learners who are 
initially reluctant to contribute chal-
lenging vocabulary items will soon 
exhaust the supply of ‘easy’ words 
they may use. 

From an affective standpoint, Benson 
(2001) notes that learners may initially experi-
ence difficulties when first encouraged to be-
come less teacher-dependant and assume 
more control over their learning. Indeed, it is 
important to consider that “a mismatch be-
tween the pedagogical agenda of the teacher 
and that of the learner” (Nunan, 1995, p. 135) 
may arise; this situation can be exacerbated in 
contexts where instructors and learners may 
hold different attitudes towards communicative 
teaching practices or come from different so-
ciocultural backgrounds (Nunan, 1988). Re-
gardless, I feel it is important not to engage in 
what Porcaro (2001) refers to as “sociocultural 
determinism” (p. 11) and thereby embrace 
artificial constraints based merely on assump-
tions of our learners’ capabilities. Further-
more, I feel it is important to keep in mind the 
significant body of research supporting the 
notion that people are more inclined to engage 
in activities that involve an element of choice 
or are perceived as volitional (see for example 
Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000; and 
their work on Self-Determination Theory). 

 Finally, it should be noted that not all 
learners will embrace a testing routine that 
involves an element of translation, feeling in-

(Continued on page 14) 
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stead that the L1 and target language should 
be kept separate in the classroom (Hayes, 
2008). In such cases, I feel it is necessary to 
differentiate between translation as a learning 
strategy and translation as the goal of lan-
guage teaching (Cook, 2001). Furthermore, I 
have found it worthwhile to remind learners of 
the research that supports judicious L1 use in 
the classroom and that the individualized tests 
are but one small component of the diverse 
range of tests, assignments, and evaluation 
procedures used in the course as a whole. 

 

Conclusion 

 As noted, this individualized vocabu-
lary learning and testing procedure can be 
employed most effectively when used to sup-
plement other standardized vocabulary tests. 
While the various steps involved may appear 
daunting at first, the individualized testing sys-
tem has several advantages over the use of 
standardized vocabulary quizzes alone for sev-
eral reasons:  

• Students assume more responsibil-
ity for selecting vocabulary that is 
relevant to them. 

• Vocabulary tests self-adjust to the 
variety of proficiency levels that 
exist in the classroom.  

• Students are exposed to new vo-
cabulary whenever they exchange 
vocabulary lists and prepare test 
papers for their partners.  

• Students see their L1 as valuable 
classroom resources and learning 
aids.  

In practical terms, the individualized 
vocabulary testing model requires a minimal 

(Continued from page 13) amount of preparation on the part of instruc-
tors, irrespective of student numbers or the 
diverse range of language backgrounds in the 
classroom. Furthermore, this model is flexible 
enough that it does not require teachers to be 
familiar with learners’ mother tongues for it to 
become part of their classroom practice. More 
importantly, when used in conjunction with 
vocabulary journals and word cards, this test-
ing model enables learners to tailor their vo-
cabulary study according to their individual 
interests as they continue on the journey to 
becoming independent language learners. For 
those unwilling to countenance any L1 use in 
the ELT classroom, I should point out that this 
model does not necessitate any use of the 
mother tongue in a communicative capacity 
and it greatly augments the amount of target 
language vocabulary that learners can bring to 
the classroom through sharing vocabulary lists 
and exchanging tests with peers. Ultimately 
promoting strategic use of L1 for language 
learning purposes requires an appreciation of 
the prior knowledge that learners bring to the 
classroom as well as respect for their status not 
as “poor imitator[s] of the monolingual native 
speaker” (Turnbull & Dailey-O’Cain, 2009, p. 
1) but as developing bi- or multilingual speak-
ers capable of guiding their own learning.   

 

Daragh Hayes holds a Mas-
ters in TESOL from Colum-
bia Teachers College and 
Bachelor of Education from 
the OISE/University of To-
ronto. He has worked in 
Canada, Japan, and Austra-

lia as an ESOL instructor, researcher, and cur-
riculum coordinator. He is currently co-
authoring his second textbook for the Japanese 
market and is a regular presenter at TESL On-
tario conferences. He teaches at Fanshawe Col-
lege in London, Ont.  
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Appendix: The Testing Procedure in Detail 

Part A: Self-Study and Preparation 

 Learners use vocabulary journals to 
record self-study vocabulary items. The 
front section of the vocabulary journal is 
reserved for vocabulary definitions, sample 
sentences, as well as notes on parts of 
speech and pronunciation (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Front of vocabulary journal: Vocabulary 
items, parts of speech, definitions, and sample sen-
tences. 

Figure 2. Back of vocabulary journal: Vocabulary 
items and L1 translations. 

 The back of the journal is reserved 
for an enumerated master list of the Eng-
lish vocabulary items in one column ac-
companied by their L1 equivalents tran-
scribed in the Roman alphabet in another 
column (Figure 2). 
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Part B: Preparing Test Papers 

Step 1: On test day, the learners are ran-
domly paired up to exchange independent 
vocabulary journals.  

Step 2: Test partners then create a blank test 
paper signing their names to the tests they 
prepare. Using their test partners’ independ-
ent vocabulary journal lists as a reference 
(Figure 2), learners write in the L1 translation 
of their partners’ vocabulary lists using num-
bered items selected by the instructor 
(Figure 3).  

Step 3: Learners exchange test papers with 
testing partners. 

 

Figure 3. Test paper with L1 vocabulary items. 

Part C: Writing Tests 

Step 4: Using the L1 words on their test pa-
pers as cues, learners translate the items into 
English (Figure 4). Learners return com-
pleted test papers to partners for grading. 

Figure 4. Completed test paper with English vo-
cabulary added. 
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Part D: Grading Tests 

Step 5: Learners evaluate their partners’ fin-
ished test papers (Figure 4) using the master 
list in the back of their partners’ independent 
study journals (Figure 2).  

 Learners assign a grade, return the 
test papers to their partners, and the test pa-
pers are then collected by the instructor so 
that the grades may be recorded (Figure 5). 

Figure 5. Graded test after submission to instructor. 
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This article outlines some of the key differences between Arabic and 
English. Here, we look at differences at the word, sentence, and dis-

course level; suggestions for practice activities are given, as well as a 
list of resources for further reading. 

Words:  spelling, handwriting and 
vocabulary 

Awareness of differences 

Spelling 

• Arabic has 28 letters: 25 consonants and 
3 letters that correspond to long-vowel 
phonemes (sounds). 

• Arabic has 3 short-vowel forms written 
as diacritics (marks) above or below 
consonants. 

• Doubling of consonants is written dia-
critically.  

• Most Arabic newspapers, magazines, 
books and textbooks do not encode 
vowel diacritic information.  

Handwriting 

• Direction of writing is right to left. 

• No distinction between upper and 
lower case letters. 

• Letters are written in cursive style not 
print.  

• Most letters change form depending on 
position in a word. 
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IN THE CLASSROOM 

The Effect of Language Differences on Arab 
Learners’ ESL Writing 
By Naglaa Salem and Mary Lawless 

Vocabulary 

• There are very few English–Arabic cog-
nates (words with the same origin). 

• All Arabic words are based on a root 
morpheme of three consonants. 

• Prefixes, suffixes and infixes are added 
to the root to form new words. 

• e.g. the k–t–b root morpheme is 
used to make words related to writing, 
or books: to write = yaktub,  

• writer = kaateb, book = ketaab, li-
brary = maktabah and written = kutiba 

 

Consequences 

Spelling 

• Different spellings of the same word, 
e.g. Mohammad, Mohammed, Mo-
hamed, Muhamad, Muhammed. 

• Arabic writers/readers focus on conso-
nants rather than vowels.  

• Arabic writers omit or misspell (through 
overgeneralization) short or weak vow-
els in written English. 

(Continued on page 21) 



 

Handwriting 

• When Arab learners are taught to 
write in English, they are usually 
taught print style rather than cursive 
handwriting. Arab learners need a 
longer time to write, e.g. in note 
taking.  

• Formation of English printed let-
ters is left to right. Printing is of-
ten difficult for Arabic students as 
they form English letters from 
right to left. 

Vocabulary 

• Learners have difficulty with vocabulary 
acquisition and development. 

 

Suggestions 

Spelling 

• Help learners develop an awareness of 
how English spelling patterns generally 
correspond to pronunciation, unlike Ara-
bic spelling patterns. 

• Use activities that allow students to prac-
tice writing vocabulary, e.g. frequent vo-
cabulary quizzes.  

Handwriting 

• Timed free writing. 

• Explicitly teach note taking skills and al-
low sufficient time for practice. 

Vocabulary 

• Use word derivation and word family vo-
cabulary activities. The concept is famil-
iar to Arabic speakers. 

 

(Continued from page 20) 

Sentences: grammar and sentence 
structure 

Awareness of differences 

• Arabic does not have the verb be in the 
present tense. 

• Arabic does not have the auxiliary verb 
do. 

• Arabic does not have continuous form of 
verbs (progressive aspect). Continuous 
form is indicated by the use of time ad-
verbs e.g. now, at the moment. 

• Arabic does not have past participles.  

• Arabic does not have a verb to indicate 
future tense. Future is indicated by the 
prefix –sa attached to the verb. 

• Arabic does not have an indefinite article. 
The absence of an article indicates that 
the noun is indefinite. 

• Arabic does not use ’s as a possessive 
marker, e.g. The girl’s mother.  

(Continued on page 22) 
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• Arabic requires the use of the pronoun in 
relative clauses. English does not require 
the pronoun. 

 

Consequences 

• Simple present sentences written without 
be, e.g. She nice teacher. 

• Questions written without auxiliary verb 
do, e.g. What you say? When you wake 
up? 

• Difficulty writing and understanding 
(reading) possessive marker ’s. Learners 
often mistake the ’s for the verb be, e.g. 
My classmate’s name is Sara becomes My 
classmate is name Sara. 

• Relative clauses are written with a pro-
noun, e.g. Where is the book which I gave 
it to you yesterday? 

 

Suggestions 

• Explicitly teach the verb be. Provide writ-
ten activities that require use of be in pre-
sent, past and future tenses. 

• Explicitly teach auxiliary verb do. Use 
activities that require students to use do 
to write questions and negative state-
ments.  

• Explicitly teach the continuous form of 
verbs. Compare simple verb tenses to 
continuous forms, to help students recog-
nize differences, e.g. He eats lunch every 
day vs. He is eating lunch right now. 

• Teach verb parts, i.e. base form (V1), 
past form (V2), past participle (V3), and 
present participle (Ving). 

(Continued from page 21) • Teach expression of future time with mo-
dal verb will + main verb.  

• Focus on articles and provide many op-
portunities for practice. Practice activi-
ties should continue throughout the 
course.  

• Explicitly teach the possessive marker ’s. 
Contrast the possessive form to contrac-
tions of the verb be and reinforce the dif-
ference.  

• Explain the rationale for omitting the pro-
noun in relative clauses. 

• Provide many opportunities for students 
to review and practice sentence-level 
grammar. 

• Provide detailed feedback to students 
about mistakes in sentence structure. In-
clude why the mistake is incorrect. 

• Provide detailed feedback to students 
about their correct use of grammar. Posi-
tively reinforce written demonstration of 
correct use of grammar, spelling, capital 
letters, and punctuation. 

 

Discourse: organization and  
rhetorical style 
Awareness of differences 

During previous writing instruction in Arabic, 
students are generally:  

• not taught strict punctuation rules, as Ara-
bic does not have strict rules. 

• taught that repetition and paraphrase 
offer a rhetorically effective presentation 
of their ideas. 

• not required to formulate a critical analy-
sis but rather to display their linguistic 

(Continued on page 23) 
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ability by expressing their ideas in Mod-
ern Standard Arabic. 

• rarely required to write argumentative 
essays. 

• asked to write mostly descriptive or ex-
pository essays. 

• rarely encouraged to perceive writing as 
a process; writing is often perceived as a 
product. 

• provided with model essays to memorize; 
the closer the written memorized version 
is to the model, the better the mark. 

 

Instruction is generally: 

• textbook oriented. 

• teacher centred. 

• test oriented. 

 

Consequences 

Arabic learners’ writing tends to have the 
following features: 

• loose punctuation and sentences that be-
gin with And ..., So ... 

• repetition of ideas (paraphrase–
restatement). 

• frequent use of synonyms or near syno-
nyms. 

• frequent use of coordinating conjunc-
tions, e.g. and, but, so. 

• content lacking focus and sufficient infor-
mation, depersonalized and abstract. 

• plagiarism through memorization. 

 

(Continued from page 22) Suggestions 

• Explicitly teach and reinforce punctuation 
rules. 

• Stress the logic and importance of punc-
tuation in written English.  

• Caution students against repetition. Em-
phasize that repetition is not an effective 
rhetorical device in English as it often 
results in redundancy. 

• Use activities that enable students to gen-
erate main ideas and supporting details. 

• Teach the meaning of transition signals 
and emphasize their role in written Eng-
lish. (The teaching of isolated sentences 
is a common form of instruction in EFL.) 

• Use activities that enhance critical think-
ing and reading skills. 

• Provide topics that are interesting and 
relevant to students. 

• Require support from readings or docu-
mentaries.  

• Encourage active participation in the 
writing process through prewriting group 
discussions and peer conferencing and 
feedback.  

• Motivate students to read through read-
ing journals and reading circles. 

• Discuss plagiarism. Students need to de-
velop their own authentic voices. 

 

 

 

 

 

(Continued on page 24) 
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IN THE CLASSROOM 

A  strange thing happened to me while I 
was watching the wedding of Prince 
William and Kate Middleton this 

spring. Sitting on my sofa at 4 a.m., drinking 
tea and—like many viewers—expressing dis-
belief at some of the headwear on display, I 
felt a lesson plan taking shape in my mind. 
Who is this couple? Do they, in the 21st cen-
tury, have any relevance to Canada? Who 
would support the continuation of a monarchy 
in Canada? Who would argue against it? And 
on what grounds? Here was a perfect topic for 
one of my favourite tried-and-true EAP activi-
ties: the town hall debate. 

 A ‘town hall’ meeting is an opportunity 
for citizens to come together to discuss an is-
sue of current importance. In the EAP class, it 
provides preparation for the kinds of seminar 
discussions students will encounter when they 
move on to undergraduate studies. Since 
seminar participation in university courses 
often counts towards a student’s final grade, it 
is crucial that international students develop 
skills in speaking in front of a group on a con-
troversial topic. 

 

(Continued on page 26) 

The Town Hall Debate: A Discussion Technique 
for EAP Students 
By Tania Pattison 
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Objectives 

 Seminar participation can be chal-
lenging for both cultural and linguistic rea-
sons. Students may come from educational 
backgrounds in which rote learning is empha-
sized and expressing opinions is not expected 
of them. They may also feel insecure about 
their language ability, even choosing to write 
down sentences and check the grammar, be-
fore daring to utter them in front of others. Dis-
cussion skills need honing; these include 
agreeing and disagreeing, asking for clarifica-
tion, preventing interruption, and simply 
‘getting a word in’ when surrounded by talka-
tive classmates. Often, the biggest hurdle is 
lack of confidence. 

 The town hall debate enables students 
to develop these discussion skills and gives 
them the confidence to improve their flu-
ency—without being concerned about how 
their opinions will be perceived. By choosing 
topics carefully, the teacher is also able to 
raise awareness of issues of current relevance 
in Canada, or in the local community.  

 

Preparation and materials 

 First, you will need to choose a topic 
of current relevance; ideally, this will be a 
topic that has had a lot of media exposure and 
that incites differing opinions. It could be a 
‘serious’ topic of national or international im-
portance, such as the future of the monarchy 
in Canada; or it could just as easily be some-
thing of general interest, such as fighting in 
professional sports, or the free downloading 
of music. Local issues work well, too, e.g. a 
proposed new highway or the expansion of a 
shopping mall. Base your decision on the com-
position and interests of your class and on 

(Continued from page 25) what type of class it is—general EAP, ESAP, 
Business English, and so on. 

Next, find a reading about your topic; 
this will most likely be a news article or opin-
ion column from a newspaper or website. You 
could present one side of an issue, or you 
could simply present the facts. If your story is 
from a news website, it is usually possible to 
find online responses posted by members of 
the public; the more controversial the topic, 
the better the responses you will find. Choose 
a few that agree with the issue, and a few that 
disagree, and make a copy of these. (Note that 
these responses may not be well written; 
some editing might be needed.)  

You will also want to prepare an ac-
companying handout. My handouts usually 
have the following:  

(a) Background information about the 
topic (it is nice to include pictures). 

(b) A vocabulary list (key words only, 
not every last word). 

(c) Comprehension questions. 

(d) Space for students to synthesize the 
key points in favour of the issue and 
against it 

(e) Follow-up discussion questions or 
writing topics. 

 Finally, on some small pieces of paper 
(one for each member of the class), write 
down a number of roles related to the story 
(i.e. “You are a …”). Hold onto these; later, 
each student will be given one role. If your 
class is large, you might want to duplicate 
some roles, e.g. three staunch monarchists, or 
four recent immigrants.   

 

 

(Continued on page 27) 
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How it works 

• Have students read the initial story to 
learn what all the fuss is about. Work 
through any comprehension and vocabu-
lary questions you have prepared. 

• Distribute handout with positive and nega-
tive responses to the story. Students read 
these and synthesize the main ideas. They 
will often find that the arguments for both 
sides boil down to two or three main 
points.  

• Give a little time for students to respond to 
the topic and decide which side they most 
agree/disagree with; this enables students 
to start to formulate their own argument. 

• Give each student a piece of paper with a 
“You are a …” role on it. You could base 
your role assignation on the initial opin-
ions expressed by each student, or you 
could distribute them randomly. 

• Allow students five or ten minutes to put 
themselves in this role and to consider 
which arguments they will use to put for-
ward their own case. They could jot down 
a few ideas, but they should not prepare a 
speech. 

• Open it up to general discussion in the 
form of a town hall debate. Each student is 
encouraged to state his/her case, and to 
respond to the arguments brought forward 
by others. You could choose a verbally 
strong student to be the convener; usually, 
though, I prefer to do this myself—I set the 
scene, then sit back and watch the discus-
sion unfold. The idea is that the students 
are role-playing, but practicing arguing in 
favour of, or against, an issue. 

• Take a vote on the topic, with students vot-
ing in character. 

(Continued from page 26) • At the end, it is often interesting to find out 
what students really think about the issue, 
and how they felt playing the roles they 
were assigned. At this point, a second dis-
cussion may develop; students now have 
the confidence to express their own opin-
ions in front of the class. 

 

Why it works 

 Preparing this activity does take time, 
and sometimes the topic is not easily recycled 
(news stories come and go). However, the ac-
tivity does pay off in the form of lively, sponta-
neous discussion among the students. I have 
often found that students do not respond read-
ily to open-ended “What do you think?” ques-
tions. Giving them a role to play gives some 
structure to the debate and takes the pressure 
off students who are reluctant to express their 
own opinions in front of the class. Perhaps for 
this reason, I have often found that the role-
play discussion continues for much longer 
than the time I had allocated to it—and I al-
ways allow it to go on for as long as it takes. I 
love to see my students getting into their role, 
and, in the process, developing important 
skills in formulating and expressing points of 
view. 

 

Examples 

 The following examples are a few I 
have used with my own advanced-level EAP 
students. 

 

Do professors actually teach? 

 And if they don’t, what do they do in-
stead? Well-known Canadian columnist Mar-

(Continued on page 28) 
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garet Wente wrote an opinion piece in the 
Globe and Mail, which was essentially an at-
tack on university faculty; professors, she 
claimed, are far more interested in their own 
research on esoteric subjects, their six-figure 
incomes, and their conferences in Italy and 
Mexico than they are in their students. As a 
result, student engagement is low, drop-out 
rates are high, and the university experience 
is nowhere near as enlightening as in the 
“golden age” when Wente went to school. 

When this appeared in the online ver-
sion of the Globe, reader comments were fast 
and furious. Most readers—faculty and stu-
dents—expressed outrage; a few were sup-
portive. When I used this topic in class, my 
roles included an undergraduate who rarely 
sees an actual professor; a professor who 
loves teaching but who is under pressure to 
publish; a sessional instructor with 400 stu-
dents; and a parent who questions where his 
money is going. An intriguing discussion fol-
lowed, with students drawing from both the 
article and their own experiences. 

My follow-up discussion to this topic 
allowed my students, some of whom had 
started to take one or two degree courses, to 
further reflect on their own experiences; it 
also enabled me to clarify the various mem-
bers of the teaching staff at the university: pro-
fessor, sessional instructor, teaching assistant, 
and so on. 

 

The censorship of Carol Ann Duffy 

Carol Ann Duffy, Britain’s Poet Laureate, found 
herself the subject of some controversy a cou-
ple of years ago when her poem Education for 
Leisure was removed from high school text-
books. The poem (easily available online) 

(Continued from page 27) tells of a young person who leaves his/her 
house armed with a bread knife after—we as-
sume—doing away with the family goldfish, 
budgie and cat. Who, we wonder, will be the 
next target of this young person’s rage? 

 In class, I piqued my students’ interest 
in poetry (a topic which was initially met with 
bored looks) by giving a little background on 
Duffy and the topics she writes about: climate 
change, HIV/AIDS, and even David Beckham’s 
injury that caused him to miss the 2010 World 
Cup. This, they decided, might not be so bad. 
Then, we read the poem, we looked at some 
comprehension questions, and students tried 
to analyse it. We then read a newspaper story 
outlining the reasons for the ban; we dis-
cussed reasons for and against the ban; and 
we proceeded to the debate. 

While Duffy is not Canadian, the 
theme of censorship is universal, and the na-
ture of this topic ensured a successful discus-
sion. Roles assigned included a teacher who 
recognized a responsibility to discuss such 
topics in class; a parent worried about the in-
crease in youth crime; a writer opposed to 
censorship of any form; and a student who is 
disturbed by such poems. A huge amount of 
persuasive language was generated; it was 
particularly gratifying to watch one of my qui-
eter students argue vehemently for her right 
to read Education for Leisure. 

 This topic leads very nicely into dis-
cussions on a number of issues. Why, for ex-
ample, is it perfectly acceptable to teach 
Shakespeare, with all of its blood and gore, 
but not Carol Ann Duffy? Do schools have a 
responsibility to talk about social issues in the 
classroom? Is censorship ever justified? And 
to what extent are young people influenced 
by what they see and hear? 

(Continued on page 29) 
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The seal meat controversy 

My final example is one that I was able to use 
only once. This is an example of a news story 
that dates quickly; however, it was sufficiently 
interesting for me to invest the time it took to 
prepare the materials. When former Gover-
nor-General Michaëlle Jean was seen sam-
pling seal meat on an official visit to a First 
Nations community, the outcry was intense; 
yet she also received plenty of public support. 
Responses boiled down to two main argu-
ments: animal rights vs. cultural relativism.  

 Before introducing the activity in 
class, I gave students a homework assignment 
to research three key topics: the role of the 
Governor-General; the First Nations people in 
Canada’s far north; and the controversy over 
seal hunting. Students reported back on what 
they had discovered. 

 My reading for this was a simple—and 
reasonably objective—news story from the 
website of the CBC. The roles I assigned to the 
students included animal rights activists, First 
Nations community leaders, seal hunters, an 
anthropologist, a vegetarian, a local business-
man, and so on. Students reported an in-
creased sensitivity to issues relating to First 
Nations people; those who played the roles 
protesting against the Governor-General’s 
actions mentioned how challenging they had 
found it, since they were actually supportive of 
her actions. 

 

Conclusion 

 A few weeks after the royal wedding, I 
did put together a town hall debate on this 
topic. I found an article from Maclean’s, in 
which the writer enthused about William and 
Kate, suggesting that their wedding was “a 

(Continued from page 28) great and important moment” for Canada as 
well as for Britain. I juxtaposed this with the 
results of an Angus Reid poll, taken in Decem-
ber, 2010, which determined that 69 per cent 
of Canadians are not interested in the royal 
wedding; 32 per cent would prefer an elected 
head of state; and 19 per cent of Canadians 
either don’t like Prince William or don’t know 
who he is. Once we got past my students’ ini-
tial surprise that Canada does, in fact, have a 
monarchy, we had a great discussion. At the 
end, my students, who came from countries 
with a monarch (Saudi Arabia, Japan) and 
countries without (China, Colombia) felt com-
fortable enough to divulge how they really felt 
about this system. I suspect that this would not 
have happened if we had not gone through the 
role-play stage, which laid the groundwork for 
this conversation.    

 

Tania Pattison presented 
on this technique at the 
TESL Canada conference 
in Halifax, NS, in April 
2011. She is the editor of 
Contact. 
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T he LearnIT2teach Project offers LINC 
and ESL professionals the tools and 
the training to integrate computer-

assisted language learning (CALL) into On-
tario classrooms. Since January 2010 the 
LearnIT2teach project has worked under con-
tract to Citizenship and Immigration Canada 
to advance two key goals:  

1. The development of technology 
tools specifically for use in Ontario 
LINC and ESL classes, and  

2. Developing and delivering train-
ing to TESL professionals on how to 
implement the tools in their pro-
grams.  

 The project builds on the LINC Activi-
ties Books developed by Algonquin College 
[LINC 1–4 Classroom Activities, 2009] and the 
Toronto Catholic District School Board [LINC 
5–7 Classroom Activities, 2010]. Much of the 
content of these print resources was ver-
sioned into e-learning resources by the 
TCDSB and Algonquin in earlier projects. 

 To enable teachers to use the e-
learning tools and put them to work with 
learners, training for TESL professionals is at 
the core of the project. Since January 2010, 
more than 500 Ontario language teaching 
professionals have attended face-to-face 
Stage One LearnIT2teach PD events and 

(Continued on page 31) 
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TEACHING WITH TECHNOLOGY 

LearnIT2teach: Free CALL PD for LINC and ESL 
Professionals 
By Robert McBride, Pat Fahy, James Edgar, Kevin O’Brien, John 
Allan, Matthias Sturm and Mary Ellen Gillespie 

The LearnIT2teach.ca home page 



 

many have continued on to the further stages 
provided online. 

 

Web Resources for CALL 

 The project elements include a web 
portal, a learning object repository, learner 
courseware, and instructor training. A learn-
ing management system has been set-up to 
deliver both the newcomer learner course-
ware and the online instructor training. Our 
web portal for ESL instructors is found at 
www.learnit2teach.ca.  It is the gateway to 
all of our resources and locations on the Inter-
net.   

 The Repository of Online Language 
Learning Resources (www.rollr.ca) is a so-
phisticated storage and retrieval site built in 
partnership with the Robertson Library at the 
University of Prince Edward Island. Rollr.ca 
houses a growing collection of interactive 
learning objects created for Ontario LINC 
instructors and students.   

 The Ontario-specific online learning 
management system, a virtual learning envi-
ronment, (www.edlinc.ca) hosts learner 
courseware that teachers use in a blended 
mode with their students.  

 

Stages of Training 

 The project offers four stages of train-
ing for any instructor and the only prerequi-
site is basic computer skills. Every instructor 
begins at a face-to-face Stage One event, and 
then can proceed to the further training 
stages mentored online by an ESL instructor 
with extensive CALL experience. (An addi-
tional training for program administrators is 

(Continued from page 30) in development.) Threaded throughout the 
training are Chickering and Gamson’s good 
teaching principles as applied to online 
learning. Ready-made resources enable 
teachers to implement their PD training with 
their learners immediately. 

 Not every participant will want or 
need to finish all four stages of the instructor 
training. Each instructor has control over his 
or her path and final destination. During this 
process, our team provides support through 
face-to-face sessions and online mentoring. 
Every stage offers opportunities to broaden 
skills and credentials for the digital age. For 
TESL Ontario re-certification, we provide cer-
tificates of completion at the end of each 
stage.  

 

 Stage One is a face-to-face introduc-
tion to the key elements of the LearnIT2teach 
project. This stage provides a hands-on tour 
of sample courseware that enables instruc-
tors to experience online learning from a stu-
dent’s perspective and an overview of the 
further stages of training available. 

 

 Stage Two is an introduction to the 
instructional and administrative tools avail-
able in the learning management system. In-
structors learn to facilitate and manage stu-
dents using the courseware. This online train-
ing allows instructors to train where they 
want and at their own pace, always supported 
by a skilled online mentor. By the end of 
Stage Two, participants should be able to fa-
cilitate blended learning in their own classes 
using the courseware at edlinc.ca.  

 

(Continued on page 32) 
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 Stage Three is an opportunity for in-
structors to deepen their knowledge of the 
online courseware and become course edi-
tors. Instructors learn by selecting and cus-
tomizing the courseware appropriate for their 
classes and putting it to work with their learn-
ers. As well, instructors learn to use the LINC 
online repository (www.rollr.ca) to locate 
and download resources and add them to 
their own courses. Upon completing Stage 
Three, instructors continue to have access to 
edlinc.ca and all the LearnIT2teach technol-
ogy tools including the learning management 
system and learning objects. There is no re-
quirement to install software on local com-
puters as everything instructors need is avail-
able online. This stage is also provided 
online and supported by an expert mentor. 

 

 Stage Four is when instructors mas-
ter the creation of their own activities and the 
skills needed to upload them to a digital re-
pository where they can be shared with other 
professionals across Ontario and Canada 
(www.rollr.ca). Stage Four provides an in-
troduction to Hot Potatoes and TexToys soft-
ware, enabling instructors of all levels to cre-
ate their own self-correcting ESL exercises. 
Instructors are also introduced to project-
based learning and web quests. They be-
come familiarized with Web 2.0 tools that can 
be used in language instruction, including 
social networking, social media collections 
and social bookmarking. This stage is also 
provided online and supported by a mentor. 

 

 

(Continued from page 31) More Time, More Tools, More PD 

 In April 2011 the project was con-
tracted by CIC to provide two additional 
years of learning tools development and to 
continue providing free PD for Ontario pro-
fessionals. The project team is excited about 
the next two years as we welcome the oppor-
tunity to expand the tools we offer, the PD 
opportunities for LINC teachers and learning 
opportunities for Ontario newcomers. In-
structors will be interested to know that the 
LearnIT2teach team has participated in the 
Post TESL Certification and Training pilot 
project with the aim of eventual accreditation 
for at least one of the four stages of PD we 
offer. 

 New courseware and learning re-
sources coming in the next two years include 
student preparation tools for online learning 
and the addition of speaking as a fourth skill. 
Additionally, a new workshop and manual is 
in development which will provide training 
for administrators to enable them to put the 
courseware to work locally. Administrators 
will learn to use the courseware to improve 
tracking and support teaching and learning 
in their LINC or ESL organization. 

 Look for our team at a LINC centre or 
TESL affiliate event in Ontario. Please contact 
admin@learnit2teach.ca for further infor-
mation, or to set up a Stage One event in your 
area.    
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W ordle (http://www.wordle.net) is 
a Web 2.0 tool that generates ‘word 
clouds’ from an input text source. 

The word cloud pictured here was generated 
with text from the Spring issue of TESL Contact. 
Text sources can be simple typed sequences of 
words or phrases, a poem, a newspaper article, 
an advertisement, book or a corpus of text 
items. All of these must be in digital format for 
entry; the Internet is the best source of digital 
text. Right click followed by clicking Copy or 
using the CTRL C keys are very useful skills for 
these kinds of activities. 

 Another possible tool that might be 
used to generate text is a scanner. Scanners 
must have an OCR—optical character recogni-
tion—software linked so that the scanned out-
put is in text format rather than in an image for-
mat. The Wordle resource requires ASCII text 
or simply the text you generate when you are 
working with a word processor to create word 

clouds. Be advised that OCR scans have iden-
tification issues such as the digital eight ‘8’ 
and the upper-case letter ‘B.’ We recommend 
not using scanning as a technique for longer 
documents.  

 Wordle word clouds can be used as 
an attractive means of displaying important 
vocabulary in your class in a poster format, as 
a work sheet visual, on a class blog or web-
site, or as a group puzzle activity.  Students 
could be presented with final word clouds 
and through discussion decide on the gist of 
the source text.  Another variation is to pre-
sent the students with a word cloud and chal-
lenge them to isolate terms and determine 
their part of speech or definitions. We have 
used it as an icebreaker with language 
classes.  

 

(Continued on page 34) 
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 Students also like to create. The tasks 
below guides you and your class through the 
practical steps to create a word cloud with 
small and large resource. It can be adapted 
by simply directing the students to type in a 
list of words such as the months of the year or 
the names of students in your class. LINC in-
structors can use their own materials or items 
from the classroom activities workbooks as 
the basis for a word cloud.  

 We hope you try the activities below 
and that they create a fun session for you and 
your students.    

(Continued from page 33) 

5. The result appears (see above). 

6. Click Randomize. 

7. When satisfied with the word cloud, 
click Save to public gallery. 

8. Type your information in this form (do 
not provide personal information):  

9. Click OK. 

10. Click Print to print the word cloud. 

Optional: To add it to your web site, 

11. Select the text. 

12. Click Edit, Copy. 

13. Click Paste at your site. 
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Activity: Making a Simple  
Word Cloud 

 

• Think of a topic that you can describe 
with words such as ‘computers.’ 

• What is your topic?  

• Write down words that relate to your 
topic as in this example: 

• Topic = computers, hard-drive, 
Internet, mouse, keyboard, RAM, 
software, programs. 

 

Instructions 

1. Surf to  http://www.wordle.net. (There 
is no sign in for this site). 

2. Click Create your own. 

3. Type your words in the large text box. 

4. Click Go. 

http://www.wordle.net


 
Activity: Making a Word Cloud,  
Locating High-Frequency Terms 

 
 You can take large books, chapters, 
magazines poems or websites and generate 
word clouds.  

 

Instructions 

1. Surf to  http://www.wordle.net (There 
is no sign in for this site). 

2. Click Create. 

3. Open a new window or tab. 

4. Surf to: http://www.gutenberg.org/
files/2701/2701.txt 

5. Select text from Chapter 1 Moby Dick; or 
The Whale to the end of the book. 

6. Click Edit, Copy. 

7. Close this window. 

8. Paste this text into the Wordle text box. 

9. Click Go. 

10.  The word cloud appears.  

Questions: 

11. What is the subject of the text?  

13. What are the five most used words in the 
text? (e.g “Whale”). 

14. Guess their function in this book (parts 
of speech,  e.g. Whale=noun)  

What the Wordle text input box looks like when you 
use words from Moby Dick. 

The Moby Dick word cloud. 

Try it with one of your documents: 

1. Open a student writing in a word proc-
essor 

2. Select and copy the text 

3. Close the document 

4. Surf to http://www.wordle.net 

5. Click Create 

6. Paste this text into the text box 

7. Click Go 

Stephen is currently on sabbatical 
in the Philippines writing, re-
searching, and beachcombing. He 
has been, variously, a professional 
writer, editor, software developer, 
multimedia consultant, and col-
lege instructor. John is currently 
working on a variety of projects in 
Ontario and New York State.  
These projects are mostly blended 
e-learning development and train-
ing. He is working with Stephen on 

the latest EVO course online. As well, they are 
attempting Moodle 2.0 certification.  
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L inh Phuong is not an educated woman, 
but she clings to this bit of poetry 
given to her by a friend. The fact that a 

woman wrote it in the 1700s, a Vietnamese 
woman at that, shows Linh that the women in 
her culture have always been aware of what 
surrounds them, that it isn’t new, for her 
alone. 

There are no banana leaves where 
Linh Phuong lives now, where she has lived 
since 1980. 

What she sees as she stands on her 
tenth floor balcony is rain pummelling the 
streets of downtown Hamilton. It divides into 
rivers and thrashes its way along the road, 
gathers Tim Horton’s cups, hamburger wrap-

pings, chip bags. It scoops debris curbside, 
chokes the run-off at greedy sewer mouths. It 
eddies and muddies as it goes, as it streaks 
its way across the pavement. 

The sounds are different this morn-
ing. Muted swooshes of traffic replace grind-
ing gears, the wail of sirens.  

After 24 years in Canada it is still this 
kind of punishing rain that restricts her 
throat, makes her remember. In her other 
life, she could count on monsoon rains to 
bring green refreshment, but here, from her 
urban watchtower, she sees only whirls of 
trash as it runs its course towards the city’s 
underbelly. 

(Continued on page 37) 
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CREATIVE WRITING 

The Banana Leaves 
By Judy Pollard Smith 

“Drop by drop the rain slaps the banana leaves. 
Praise whoever sketched this desolate scene.” 

—Ho Xuan Huong (1772-1822) 
(translation by John Balaban) 



 

She had told Ha this morning, before 
she left for her classes at McMaster, that there 
is no hope in this kind of rain. 

“Not like at home,” she had told her 
daughter. 

“Rain is rain, OK, Ma? I keep telling 
you that this is my home. Yours, too. So don’t 
keep comparing it to Viet Nam, OK ? Because 
this is Canada and this is where we belong.” 

  Ha thrust her heavy backpack over her 
shoulder. 

Linh Phuong poked her head inside 
the balcony window and spoke to her daugh-
ter. “I made your lunch. It’s in the refrigera-
tor. I put some Bun Bao in a plastic container 
for you.” 

“Don’t want lunch, Ma. I never eat it. 
And if I want anything I’ll grab a bite at the 
student centre.” Ha shook her red-streaked 
hair into a pile, tugged her free hand through 
it.  

  Linh Phuong doesn’t like her daugh-
ter’s hair this way. She liked it better when it 
was black, twisted at the nape of her neck in 
the traditional way, the way that she wears it 
herself. She keeps her ideas to herself now, 
because it has caused some trouble between 
them, and Linh Phuong has had enough trou-
ble for one lifetime. 

There is no point arguing with Ha. She 
was a baby when they arrived in the refugee 
holding centre in Montreal, too small to re-
member the kind of rain that Linh Phuong 
thinks about now, the kind of rain that in her 
other life promised branches dripping with 
fragrance, overripe mango fruit spilling out 
of its skin, brilliantly plumed birds, flitting, 
singing. 

(Continued from page 36) She misses the throbbing slap of the 
rain on their little house in Hue. 

Her mother’s voice still calls out to 
her, “Linh Phuong! Come in! You’ll get 
soaked!” 

There is the smell of steaming Bun 
Bao, the squeals of the pig in the tiny court-
yard, the blood-red, betel-stained lips of her 
grandmother as she pulls her blanket around 
herself, curls up on her straw mat to sleep off 
the rain. 

Linh’s ghosts return with an accuracy 
that amazes her still, and like a golden sliver 
of bamboo, they produce a brief sensation of 
pain. 

She stands back now, away from the 
balcony’s edge, wondering where her home-
sickness will take her today. The water that 
courses down her face is not rainwater, but is 
produced in her heart, that seat of fond re-
membrance. It flows, not downhill, but up, out 
of her. 

It would be easier now to take five 
steps backwards, back into the security of 
her apartment where she might brew a pot of 
green tea, start mixing the filling for the 
spring rolls, collect the laundry to take down-
stairs, but memory holds her firmly in place. 

She is thinking about Tien and won-
dering what their lives might have been like 
in Canada had he not gone to his own watery 
grave beneath the roil of the South China Sea. 
She knows about water. It has informed much 
of her life in one way or another. 

“Linh Phuong ! See what I caught?” 
her brother yelled. He was ten, maybe 
eleven, and he loved holding up his daily 
catch for her to see. She would run out of the 

(Continued on page 38) 
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house to see what he had for dinner, and 
Truong would prance around the yard teas-
ing and laughing, his fish dangling from the 
handmade pole. 

Her mother and Auntie Kiem would 
come outside too, to see what the clatter was, 
their silk tunics flapping in the breeze like 
colorful butterflies.  

“Ah! I’ll cook it for our dinner tonight! 
Give it to me, Truong! Good boy!”  

 She remembers the tangy taste as they 
soaked their fish bits in Nuoc Mam and mixed 
it into pearly threads of rice noodle. 

It is time to stop this idleness, time to 
get inside. The rain is pounding in a more 
deliberate fashion now. She has to get her 
work done. There will be no catch of the day 
if she doesn’t get to the Farmer’s Market and 
pick it up herself. She keeps a large bottle of 
Nuoc Mam in her refrigerator and has 
learned to imitate her mother’s cooking well.  

She steps inside the tiny kitchen, 
closes the screen behind her, clicks the bal-
cony door shut. The note is on the kitchen 
table, ruffles in the draft. She recognizes Ha’s 
precise handwriting spread across the paper.  

“Ma,” it says, “You have to listen to 
me. We don’t live in Viet Nam. We are Cana-
dians. I don’t want to leave you behind me, 
Ma. I’ll make you proud of me, of us. See you 
tonight. I love you. Your daughter, Ha.” 

Fortunately the note is written in Viet-
namese. Ha knows that her mother cannot 
read English. She longs to express herself 
clearly, explain to her Ma how important it is 
that she moves on, but she doesn’t know 
enough Vietnamese to write more than she 
has.  

(Continued from page 37) Tears come again, for the second 
time this morning. After all of these years, 
she still misses Tien. And Hue. And Ba Noi, 
her betel stained lips smiling at Linh Phuong, 
her youngest granddaughter.  

She sits down at the kitchen table, the 
table her sponsors gave her twenty years 
ago when she was a newcomer, a young 
widow with a baby. She will never give away 
that table and all the love that is instilled in 
the cracked, arborite top.  

With her pencil she writes down her 
grocery list in neat Vietnamese script, in the 
Roman letters that a colonizing French priest 
left behind, making it possible for outsiders 
to learn the language of her youth.  

“They can learn to write it,” she 
smiles, “but they have great trouble pro-
nouncing it.” 

   “Onions, lettuce, carrots, fish.” 

Linh Phuong  satisfies herself that her writing 
is as neat as it was in her girlhood, when she 
bicycled off to school in her white tunic and 
her straw coned-shaped hat. She folds the 
list, puts it in her pocket. 

The elevator spits her out into the 
lobby. She picks her way along the pave-
ment and through puddles, noticing that the 
rain has stopped.   
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Judy Pollard Smith is a 
supply ESL teacher at 
Mohawk College in Ham-
ilton. 



T hose already familiar with Skill Set: 
Strategies for Reading and Writing 
(2007) will embrace the second edition 

with renewed enthusiasm; for those who have 
yet to discover this clear and comprehensive 
textbook, a treasure trove awaits. As I read 
this latest work by Lucia Engkent, I was struck 
by the distinctive, engaging voice that speaks 
through the text: it is the voice of the teacher 
addressing her students, explaining points 
large and small with equal patience, firmly 
encouraging the ascent to sound thinking and 
strong writing. Naturally, I was eager to meet 
in person the woman behind this voice and to 
discuss with her how she translated her class-
room experience, informed by training in lin-
guistics, into a published work. 

 Skill Set comes out of Engkent’s thir-
teen years of teaching a non-credit develop-
mental English class at Seneca College. Her 

students comprise both native and non-native 
speakers of English: international students, 
immigrants, and “WESL” students (a term 
Engkent has coined to describe her native 
speakers, for whom written English is a second 
language). What unites the three groups is the 
need to build reading and writing skills in or-
der to advance to the credit course in English 
required as part of the college curriculum. 
These students arrive in Engkent’s class hav-
ing failed a placement test; the passport to the 
next stage of their careers will be their ability 
to write an essay that meets the college re-
quirements of clarity and coherence. 

 At this advanced level, Engkent’s stu-
dents experience many of the same difficulties 
with written English, regardless of their 
mother tongue. “As an ESL teacher, I can’t be-
lieve that native speakers are making these 

(Continued on page 40) 
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mistakes. You know, like things that I was 
taught were ESL mistakes: verb tenses, arti-
cles, prepositions.” They write by ear, which 
leads to words like “firstable” for “first of all”, 
and to an invariably colloquial style; they 
avoid reading; they have a 
limited vocabulary, and no 
sense of connotation or col-
location; they are unable to 
distinguish fiction from non-
fiction; they lack the concep-
tual framework to identify 
parts of speech; they strug-
gle with the analytical exer-
cise of error correction. It’s 
clear that Engkent’s students 
drive her to frustration, but 
also to her great pedagogi-
cal enterprise. 

 “I never set out to be 
a writer,” says Engkent. “I 
never set out to be a teacher 
either.” Born in England to 
Polish parents, she immi-
grated to Canada as a young 
child. After studying Greek 
and Latin at her Oshawa high 
school, Engkent completed a 
B.A. in general linguistics at the University of 
Ottawa. There she met her husband Garry 
Engkent, who was a doctoral student of Eng-
lish literature.  After working for a time, she 
decided to do a part-time Master’s degree in 
linguistics applied to second language teach-
ing. By the time Engkent started teaching, she 
had a son; teaching just a few hours allowed 
her to take care of him. The family then moved 
to Alberta for four years, where the Engkents’ 
two daughters were born. “And I just kept go-
ing.” 

(Continued from page 39)  Engkent’s first book (with Karen P. 
Bardy), Take Part: Speaking Canadian English 
(Prentice-Hall, 1986; 2nd edition 1992), grew 
out of a specific classroom need. “I was teach-
ing a conversation class at the University of 
Alberta, and they gave me the most horren-
dous book. This was the early eighties, and 

the book was from the six-
ties ... it had these dialogues 
where even then it was horri-
bly out of date. You know, in 
the office they were going to 
the ‘mimeograph room’. I 
mean, I never even used a 
mimeograph. And a new of-
fice person was introduced: 
‘My, what a pretty girl!’ And I 
said, oh my god, I can do 
better than this. So it starts 
pretty small. Here’s a hand-
out of a dialogue. You add to 
it, you add to it, and before 
you know it you’ve got a 
book.” 

 Writing and teaching 
are complementary activities 
for Engkent: her writing 
makes her a more creative 
teacher, and vice versa; she 
likes teaching her own mate-

rial and perfecting it through the teaching. 
Engkent’s other books include Take Charge: 
Using Everyday Canadian English (Prentice-
Hall, 1995); Groundwork: Writing Skills to Build 
On, with Garry Engkent (Prentice-Hall, 2001); 
and Fiction–Non-Fiction: A Reader and Rheto-
ric, with Garry Engkent (Thomson Nelson, 
2001; 2nd edition 2005). The husband-and-
wife team is also a complementary relation-
ship: “My husband teaches a lot of lit. courses 
at Ryerson. He’s got the lit. background, I’ve 
got the linguistics background, the language 

(Continued on page 41) 
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“Writing and  
teaching are  

complementary  
activities for  

Engkent: her writing 
makes her a more 
creative teacher, 
and vice versa.” 



 

background.” In fact, one of Garry Engkent’s 
own most popular stories, “Why My Mother 
Can’t Speak English”, appears in both editions 
of Skill Set. The Engkents’ daughter Emily also 
made her contribution to the textbook, a sam-
ple essay on tree planting. 

 In her most recent book, Lucia Eng-
kent presents material she has developed 
over the years to meet the needs of her devel-
opmental English students, and also to rectify 
the weaknesses she sees in existing text-
books. “I don’t understand teaching writing 
without reading. There are a lot of ESL text-
books that are writing books that have limited 
reading.” Skill Set is equipped with fourteen 
reading selections of high quality on fruitful 
themes; the updating of the readings is the 
chief feature of the new edition, as the non-
fiction—mainly articles drawn from the Globe 
& Mail and the Toronto Star—dates so quickly, 
Engkent notes. Four fiction readings are in-

(Continued from page 40) 

cluded, since students need to learn the differ-
ence between fiction and non-fiction; for ex-
ample, they often do not realize that “I” in a 
fictional narrative does not equal the author. 

 Each reading unit contains two texts 
on the same theme. Each reading is followed 
by notes on the text, comprehension ques-
tions, questions for discussion, suggested as-
signments, exercises in paraphrase and sum-
mary, vocabulary study, and a brief section on 
structure and technique. A unifying discussion 
concludes the unit, helping the students for-
mulate their approach to the topic with a view 
to writing a five-paragraph essay. The read-
ings present issues in all their complexity. I 
especially like the ‘Environment’ unit: one 
reading presents the case against bottled wa-
ter, the other questions the ultimate environ-
mental benefit of seeking to rid ourselves of 
plastic bags. The discussion that emerges 
from the contrasting texts rises to a level be-
yond that of typical ‘green living’ articles. 
Also, I like the fact that we have a unit on 
‘Migration’, not ‘Immigration’: one article 
deals with second-generation Canadians in 
Toronto, the other with a Canadian woman 
working in the United Arab Emirates. It is re-
freshing to be invited to consider this issue in 
a global framework, and to recognize that 
many Canadians in fact live as ‘newcomers’ 
abroad. A good essay must above all commu-
nicate something of value, and here, with the 
scaffolding provided by the textbook, the raw 
material for many good essays is found in 
abundance. 

(Continued on page 42) 
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 Skill Set embodies the virtues that 
Engkent finds lacking in some other text-
books. Besides the lack of reading, another 
common problem is that “there’s a lot of per-
sonal writing and I don’t think that’s doing 
them a service. Because 
they’re college students and 
they’re going to go out in the 
business world and they 
can’t write impersonally, but 
they have to learn how to do 
it. Even just not to use ‘I’ and 
‘you’ is a big thing. My other 
complaint—well, not so 
much in the ESL books, but 
in the English composition 
books—is they are overwrit-
ten. Big thick books. ‘How do 
you feel about your topic?’” 
Engkent, by contrast, tries to 
be practical and concise. 
“Just do this—I don’t care 
how you feel,” she jokes. 

 The clarity and con-
ciseness of Engkent’s own 
prose provides a superior 
model for her students. 
Moreover, personal writing plays no role in 
the book except as an example of what to 
avoid in academic writing. Unit 1, ‘Writing 
Skills’, contains an excellent discussion of us-
ing appropriate register, complete with a de-
tailed table contrasting conversational English 
with academic English; exercises ask students 
to transform personal statements into imper-
sonal. Engkent sensitizes her students to reg-
ister using a Toronto Star article by Linwood 
Barclay, A Global Warming Deal to Do Nothing 
Still Possible, in which various levels of formal-
ity are combined for comic effect. “He 

(Continued from page 41) switches language, and the students actually 
get the point,” she says. 

 The order of the units roughly follows 
the order in which Engkent presents the mate-
rial to her class. After the overall orientation to 
writing in Unit 1, the student works up to the 

essay through instruction and 
practice in vocabulary, sen-
tence writing, and paragraph 
w r i t i n g .  ‘ R h e t o r i c a l 
Skills’ (Unit 6) introduces 
various writing forms and 
functions, such as narrating, 
making comparisons, and 
persuading. A chapter on 
editing and proofreading 
follows. Finally, the last unit 
of Part 1, ‘Reading Skills’, 
prepares the student for the 
reading selections in Part 2.  

Skill Set is straightforward 
and practical throughout, 
and nothing is taken for 
granted. The student is led in 
wonderful fashion through 
every step and aspect of the 
writing process; the text is 
rich in examples; and plenti-
ful exercises provide prac-

tice of the skills taught (as opposed to testing 
of skills untaught). I found the unit on para-
graph writing skills especially well done, for 
Engkent emphasizes the basis in logic of such 
features as coherence, transition signals, and 
topic sentences. The corresponding exercises 
force students to think clearly. For example, 
students must choose the most general from a 
list of four statements, and in this way they 
learn how to distinguish topic sentences from 
supporting points. 

(Continued on page 43) 
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“My other com-
plaint—well, not so 

much in the ESL 
books, but in the 

English composition 
books—is they are 

overwritten.” 



 

 Although publishers want lots of gram-
mar, Engkent says, she adheres to the lexical 
approach. “Because I have a linguistics back-
ground, I do a lot of error analysis, and when I 
look at the sentences I notice that they’re not 
grammar mistakes.” A grammatical mistake 
hinges on a general grammar rule like the use 
of verb tense, but a lexical mistake hinges on 
the usage of a particular word, including collo-
cation and colligation. “It’s not that I hate 
grammar—it’s just that I think there’s too much 
emphasis on it.” 

 Recognizing that there is very little 
carry-over from gap-fill grammar exercises to 
correct usage in practice, Engkent limits her 
grammar instruction to brief treatment of the 
essentials. Rather than spending two hours on 
the semicolon, “I teach that in two seconds: 
‘Don’t use it.’ They’ve got to concentrate on 
the basics. I mean, I’m happy when they use a 
period correctly.” On the other hand, diction-
ary tests for vocabulary building play an im-
portant role in Engkent’s classes, and exer-
cises in vocabulary expansion are strongly 
represented in Skill Set. 

 Engkent’s background in linguistics 
informs her teaching and writing in many 
ways. She is mainly interested in how lan-
guage works and how people learn. As a lin-
guist she is comfortable with language in flux, 
and remains calm in the face of slang and the 
language of texting—as long as it does not 
appear in an academic essay. She says, “I love 
new language. I’m fine with it. My issue is 
when students cannot read and understand 
what they’re reading and cannot communi-
cate.” 

 Although some would criticize the 
five-paragraph essay as an artificial form, Eng-
kent believes in its value as a pedagogical 

(Continued from page 42) exercise: “I think it’s a fine form as a learning 
form because you can adapt it. And it teaches 
discipline in writing. And it teaches how to 
separate general and specific, how to balance 
ideas ... The five-paragraph essay teaches you 
to write structured, clear argument. Because 
essay writing is essentially just making points 
and supporting them—that’s it ... So if you’re 
at work and have to give three reasons to buy 
this particular photocopier, make your point, 
support it, move on, make another point, sup-
port it. That’s what academic writing is: it’s a 
skill.” 

 What advice would Lucia Engkent 
give to those who aim to have a textbook pub-
lished? Write for your own situation. Remem-
ber that publishing is a business: you must 
study the market (Canadian ESL is a small one, 
though there is more demand for EAP texts) 
and survey the competition. Finally, writing a 
textbook is not easy, says Engkent, who deliv-
ers a publishing presentation regularly at the 
TESL Ontario conference. “I’m always sur-
prised at how many people are there, and 
they’ll tell me I burst their bubbles. There’s a 
big gulf between ‘Oh, I’ve got some good 
ideas’ and the actual hard slog to get it to a 
book.”  

You must move beyond the handout to 
the book by including in written form all the 
explanation that you would normally do in 
class. The whole process takes a lot of time 
and painstaking effort—a forté of the self-
described perfectionist Engkent, who cur-
rently has several projects on the go. These 
include the preparation of the online 
Teacher’s Resource for Skill Set, working on 
her own website, and co-writing with her hus-
band a slim volume of “essay dos and don’ts”, 
a compact resource for students of English 
literature. 

(Continued on page 44) 
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 Clearly, if there is a gap to be filled 
and you are willing to dedicate yourself to the 
task, publishing can be a rewarding counter-
part to teaching, as Lucia Engkent’s career so 
admirably demonstrates. While the monetary 
rewards may be small, the satisfaction of 
working from your own material is great. And 
occasionally, there is some recognition. While 
Engkent doesn’t press the point with her stu-
dents that she is the author of their textbook, 
she admits that it is gratifying to overhear one 
student boast to another, “My teacher wrote 
that.” Sometimes the recognition is slow to 
come, however: “Halfway through the course, 
for sure someone will say, ‘Did you write this 
book, Miss?’” Protests of disbelief. “And 
they’ve been using it for weeks. That tells 
you...” It can take some time for the light bulb 
to go on in a student’s mind, but when it does 
it can be truly revelatory.  

Skill Set remains a textbook to open 
students’ eyes, strengthen their minds, and 
finally to make of them better readers and 
writers, if they are able to rise to the chal-
lenge.    

(Continued from page 43) 

Skill Set 

A flavour of  

the text 

 

 

 “Your first job as a writer is to con-

sider why you are writing (your purpose) and 

who your reader is (your audience). You may 

write to inform, persuade, or entertain your 

readers. The purpose of a technical manual 

is to give information. A novel or short story 

entertains and perhaps along the way in-

forms and enlightens its readers. Academic 

essays are arguments—presenting ideas to 

explain them and persuade the reader of 

their soundness. 

 

 What you write has to be tailored to 

your audience, so you need to know who will 

be reading your document. Imagine telling 

someone how to use a new portable music 

player—instructions to your technophobic 

grandparents would be very different from 

instructions to your techno-savvy classmate. 

Recipe directions for an experienced cook 

would be different from those for a novice. 

You might write an essay about traditions in 

your native country but you need to say 

enough to make your essay clear to readers 

who may never have visited that country or 

are not familiar with the traditions. For in-

stance, some students even say "in my 

country" without ever identifying the country 

for the reader.” 
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C ulture in Our Class-
rooms contains a no-
tion that is long over-

due: that of using the living ma-
terial (my words) that sits in 
front of us as a way forward in 
teaching. The lessons in this 
book are focused on the un-
earthing of our cultural mores in every pos-
sible way, from the kind of uniforms a society 
wears and the way we drive our vehicles to 
the acceptable ways to offer food and drink to 
guests. 

Although the text doesn’t state as 
much, it does underscore the notion that we 
do not have to continue using outmoded and 
at times culturally insensitive books that 
house artificial constructs. The methods in 
this book relate directly to the learners and 
hit them where they live. Relevancy is all. 

(Continued on page 46) 

BOOK REVIEW 

Culture in our Classrooms, by Gill Johnson and 
Mario Rinvolucri 
Reviewed by Judy Pollard Smith 

Culture in our Classrooms by Gill John-
son and Mario Rinvolucri, Delta Teacher 
Development Series (April 2010). 

Available in a Kindle edition. 
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The book has a British base. The two 
authors, Gill Johnson and Mario Rinvolucri, 
are both language professionals who have 
multicultural backgrounds. They have written 
the lessons so that they can be tweaked as 
necessary. 

Section A of the book gives us the 
academic rationale for the lessons. Culture is 
defined therein as that which “focuses on the 
way a social group represents itself and oth-
ers through its material productions, be they 
works of art, literature, social institutions or 
artifacts of everyday life, and the mecha-
nisms for their reproduction and preservation 
through history” (Claire Kramsch). Further, 
culture is described as being “the software of 
the mind” (Geert Hofstede). 

This section also reminds us of how 
culture shock sets in. The pins which have 
previously held us up are taken away. What 
has been the natural order in our own terms 
has been altered to an unrecognizable state. 

(Continued from page 45) 

Section A needs to be read thor-
oughly in order for Section B to make sense. 

   ESL professionals are encouraged to 
step outside of their own protective shells 
and share with the class stories of their own 
family and ethnic cultures. Lead by exam-
ple.  

In Section B, lesson plans are out-
lined for topics such as embarrassment, 
gestures, images, offensive behaviours, 
rules, comfort foods, funeral customs, sleep-
ing arrangements, and more. An interesting 
lesson revolved around student knowledge 
of world geography. It is sometimes jolting, 
even with high-level students, for teachers 
to learn about student concepts of the world 
map and how it looks. For example, while 
teaching a Level 5 group recently a young 
woman (a former university student in an 
Eastern society) asked me if I thought there 
could be a tsunami in Toronto. I showed her 
the world map, where the oceans are that 
border Canada and how impossible it would 
be for a tsunami to reach Toronto. Some-
times we expect that our students’ knowl-
edge base is concurrent with the way North 
Americans and Europeans have been 
taught. There would be many other areas 
where this same young woman could teach 
me many things about which I have no pre-
vious knowledge. 

What foods bring remembrances of 
comfort? Which uniforms do you respect? 
Which do you fear? What does being late, 
or early, signify? Is either acceptable? In 
which cultures? Do we take turns when we 
talk? Do we listen more than we speak? (It 
may be noteworthy here that in several 
places, intentionally or not, the authors 
mention the concept of ‘two ears, one 

(Continued on page 47) 
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mouth’; there is emphasis on the importance 
of good listening on the part of the teacher 
towards the students.)   

The last section of the book deals with 
what reminds me of the workplace sensitivity 
training exercises that reigned supreme in 
the 1970s. In my opinion, there is nothing like 
getting to know people by looking into their 
eyes to affirm relationship, but there remains 
a swath of administrators out there who leap 
for joy with this kind of exercise that they can 
use on their subordinates to suck up a few 
hours in workshops. They can survey the end 
of this book to see what they can find. 

   All in all, a wonderful piece of work in 
a field that needs all the relevant and respect-
ful exercises in our teaching input that we can 
muster.    

(Continued from page 46) 
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A flavour of the text 

 

 “Cultural issues can be the basis 

of whole  courses –  or the subject of 

individual  lessons. And the frames that 

allow us to  approach culture can range 

from the analysis of concepts and con-

structs, codes and conventions, dia-

grams and debates, surveys and statis-

tics –  to roleplays and simple (and not 

so simple!) reactions and responses to a 

single open-ended question. 

 Even focusing on an English-

speaking country like the UK, the subject 

of the cultural content of many a lan-

guage curriculum or the target of many 

student exchanges, can be a touchstone 

for discussion and dialogue –  creating 

more language and more awareness.” 
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Exhibitors:   
If your company has a product or service that is of interest to the ESL community in Canada, this show is for 
you!  Our delegates look forward to our annual conference to learn about the many new resources and services 
that are available and to purchase new supplies.  Exhibiting at this event can be a very effective sales call - click 
on http://wwwteslontario.org/conference/exhibitors-2011/ for general information, a floor plan, exhibit rates 
and a registration form.  Register today for this significant opportunity to market to an influential group of ESL 
Professionals.  

 

Sponsors:   
Do you want your company to stand out in the crowd?  Sponsorship opportunities are available from $250 to 
$3,500+. Each category guarantees profile, recognition, and access to attending delegates and the entire TESL 
Ontario membership. This is your opportunity to place your organization's profile in front of approximately 
5000 ESL teachers, instructors, teacher educators, volunteers, students, materials and curriculum developers, 
researchers and administrators.  Download the Sponsorship Prospectus at http://www.teslontario.org/
conference/sponsors/.    

 

Presenters:   
TESL Ontario is actively searching for concurrent session presenters, who can offer practical information and 
useful tools that will provide attendees with enhanced knowledge and improved value to the organizations they 
serve. Submit a response to the Call for Submissions online at  http://www.teslontario.org/conference/call-
for-presentation/.    Applications for technology-related presentations are still being accepted. 

 

Registration brochure posted online Sept. 1 
Registration open Sept. 28 to Oct. 18 

www.teslontario.org/conference 

TESL Ontario Annual Conference 
Language  Learning: A Focus on Success 
Oct. 27—29, 2011  Sheraton Centre Hotel, Toronto 

 

http://wwwteslontario.org/conference/exhibitors-2011
http://www.teslontario.org/conference/sponsors/
http://www.teslontario.org/conference
http://www.teslontario.org/conference/call-for-presentation/
http://www.teslontario.org/conference/call-for-presentation/


TESL Ontario 2011 Annual Conference 
Language Learning: A Focus on Success 

October 27-29, 2011 • Sheraton Centre Toronto Hotel 



http://www.tesltoronto.org
http://www.tesltoronto.org



