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Robert Courchéne

His tireless effort, his turn of phrase and his meticulous proofreading en-
sured that few typographical errors, fewer grammatical errors and no errors of
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(Continued from page 1)
logic sprang from articles in these pages.

Calling on his many years of experi-
ence editing and writing English language
skills textbooks (you may have studied with
his reading series called Contexts if you went
to junior high school in Canada in the 1980s or
90s), he introduced modern design concepts
to meld journalism and academics into the
graphical and editorial presentation.

For example, a recent article on im-
migrants and name-changes featured an en-
tertaining photo collage of famous performers
who started out in life with names other than
the ones we instantly recognize.

He also introduced photographic es-
says of the annual TESL Ontario conferences,
a pictorial record of the event for those who
attended and a window into the conference
for those who couldn’t be there.

Clayton’s editorial motivation was
Good Learning: how could an article convey
in the most effective, efficient and interesting
manner the information its author intended to
present?

Of course, as with any editor-writer rela-
tionship, there were discussions and debates
over the meaning and placement of this word or
that. But the goal was always to make Contact a
better magazine for the TESL Ontario member-
ship.

Under Clayton’s editorial leadership,
Contact moved into the electronic age, ceasing
publication as a paper newsletter and becoming
available instead as an interactive PDF file, read-
able and clickable online, but graphically de-
signed as a magazine from which readers can
print selected articles in an attractive and useful
format, or from which they can print the maga-
zine in its entirety.

Due to Clayton’s death, there may be a
disruption in the publishing schedule, there may
be a change in the editorial style, there may be a
change to the way TESL Ontario publishes Con-
tact.

But the contributions Clayton Graves
made to this publication will be remembered by
everyone at TESL Ontario and by the readers of
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Working Positively with Diversity in

Your Classroom
By Jelena Kikas

s instructors and students both know,

teaching and learning are of one

piece. The process calls for a total
alignment of minds, hearts, and spirits. One
way of describing that might be through the
famous line from Among School Children, by
the poet W.B. Yeats: “How can we know the
dancer from the dance?”

One reality of classroom life that can
short-circuit or even prevent such a connec-
tion is diversity. Teachers, students and
groups within schools might perceive each
other as Dbeing “different” or “the
other.” Human beings tend to be tribal,
seeking out “their own kind” yet diversity is
mainstream in Canadian ESL education.

The sense of otherness might emerge
from one or more factors: race, ethnicity,
economic/social background, idiosyncratic
ways of learning, even gender.

The result could be mutual resistance
by both student and teacher. This is compli-
cated exponentially by the mission of educa-
tion to equip students to reach their potential
in society. That entails, of course, coming to
understand and conform to “the rules.” Pub-
lic education is a form of socialization.

Essentially, the issue here might boil
down to respecting and even championing
differences while still making it possible and

(Continued on page 4)
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probable for students to succeed in the world
they will enter. No question, this has been an
age-old challenge in many disciplines, rang-
ing from education to all kinds of cultural as-
similation. The following are four ways to
inform one’s ESL professional practice.

First of all, ob-
stacles tend to melt
away when one admits
they exist. That entails
dispensing with myths
such as “everyone is the
same” and “my values
do not intrude.” Every-
one is different, only in
different ways. Values
are not only embedded
in human beings but in
the process of educa-
tion. Operating among
these realities requires
considerable energy
and patience. That is
why it is difficult to be a
teacher - or a student.

Often it is useful
to have in place, for-
mally or informally, a
network of mentors to
observe both teachers
and students. What in
the process is hidden that should be brought
into the light and discussed? What is effec-
tive and how can that be replicated in other
classrooms? What technology could address
differences in learning style and back-
ground? A human being’s deepest desire is
to be understood. When teachers and stu-
dents indicate they are at least attempting to
understand, doors can swing open.

Secondly, it could be helpful to iden-
tify and exploit commonalities. In politics,
including community organizing, that is a fa-
miliar and effective strategy: to pull people
together on the basis of what they share. By
showing people they had enemies in com-
mon and it was in their mutual self-interest to

“...1t is useful to
have in place —
formally or
informally — a
network of
mentors to
observe both
teachers and
students.”

unite, Saul Alinsky was able to help launch
the labor movement.

Thirdly, it helps to nurture the ability
to change, as a key value. In the global vil-
lage, which is mutating rapidly because of
digital technology, the mantra has become
‘change or die.” Both institutions and indi-
viduals are grabbing onto guides
such as Anneli Rufus’s Stuck: Why

We Can’t (or Won’t) Move On.

Yet, research and experi-
ence demonstrate, as Rufus high-
lights, “Human beings do not
change readily.” Groups and indi-
viduals encouraged to experiment
or “figure it out” can be strength-
ened by both their progress and
setbacks. Incidentally, that makes
learning penalty-free. Usually, a
prerequisite is feeling one has the
“permission” to change. Give it.

Fourth and last, why not replace
the mindset of “the other” to just
“another person.” Everyone,
thanks to genes, background and
the moment-to-moment experi-
ences in the world, is unique. For
exactly that reason so much can be
absorbed by encountering that
person just as they are.

Diversity is a plus in learn-

ing environments. Soon, enough
educators and students will recognize
that. They may eventually demand it be part

. /7
of the classroom experience. **

Jelena Kirkis teaches at the Francophone College Boreal,
where the LINC program celebrated its first anniversary in
January, 2010.
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A Review of the Canadian Language

Benchmarks Assessment

By Lorraine Hudson & Justyna Rucinska

speak]ng
Listenin g
Wit

decade after Hyland and Lee (2000)
published a critical review of the Cana-

dian Language Benchmarks Assess-
ment (CLBA), we have decided to take another
look at this instrument, in light of the changing
landscape of settlement language training for
adult newcomers to Canada. In ten years, set-
tlement language training has expanded, and
the CLBA is no longer the only assessment used
in this context. However, we have decided to
focus on the CLBA due to having firsthand
knowledge of it: one of us (Hudson) works as a
full-time CLBA assessor.

It would appear that Hyland and Lee
did not have experience implementing the test
due to several inaccuracies regarding its con-

tent, which were duly noted by Stewart and
Cohen (2001) in a response to the Hyland and
Lee review. It is beyond the scope of the pre-
sent review to explore all of the issues raised
by Hyland and Lee; however, we will revisit the
question of the CLBA’s potential to create
washback. Overall, we do not find a great deal
to criticize about the CLBA, provided that it is
used as intended by its developers (Norton
Peirce & Stewart, 1997): as a low-stakes place-
ment tool.

The primary concern that we bring for-
ward relates to the changing landscape of adult
settlement language training in Canada, includ-
ing expanding recognition and use of CLBA

(Continued on page 6)
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assessment results. Additionally, we highlight
an inconsistency identified by Fulcher (2008)
regarding the task-based nature of the Cana-
dian Language Benchmarks (CLB), from which
the CLBA was developed.

Included in our review will be an over-
view of the history, content and educational
purposes of the CLBA, as well as brief informa-
tion about the CLB which provides essential
context for understanding the development and
use of the CLBA.

History

The development of the Canadian Lan-
guage Benchmarks, on which the CLBA is
based, began in 1992 after Citizenship and Im-
migration Canada (CIC) decided to establish
common Canadian language performance stan-
dards. Rigorous consultations within the vari-
ous ESL communities in Canada aimed to en-
sure a new and common method of describing
second language proficiency, including reli-
able tools for assessing language skills of learn-
ers. It was especially important to set up a sys-
tem-wide standard so that learners could go
from one program to another and have their
prior learning recognized and understood. In
1996, a CLB working document was published
by CIC. This version included a dozen bench-
marks for oral communication, reading, and
writing skills, based on what newcomers likely
need to be able to do (functions and activities)
in English in a Canadian context.

In January 1997, the CLBA was intro-
duced. It was the second phase of the CLB pro-

ject and was developed to reflect the levels of
skills outlined in the Canadian Language Bench-
marks Working Document (CIC, 1996). Since
the creation of the CLBA, a revised CLB docu-
ment has come out: Canadian Language Bench-
marks 2000 (Pawlikowska-Smith, 2008), which
formed the basis for a newer, alternate place-
ment instrument.! The CLB and the CLBA are
labelled as task-based; however, as we will
discuss below, it has been pointed out by Ful-
cher (2008) that the foundation of this designa-
tion is not entirely sound.

Test Content/Format

Three key points to highlight regarding
the content and format of the CLBA are:

1.1t is described as a task-based assess-
ment.

2.Its content is intended to be culturally
accessible as opposed to culturally
neutral.

3.1t separates skills into three areas:
listening/speaking, reading and writ-
ing.

Regarding the first point, Fulcher (2008) ob-
served that the framing of the CLB as task-
based appears to be somewhat problematic. In
addition to noting the CLB’s lack of empirical
underpinning (p. 163), he highlighted an incon-
sistency in the conception of the CLB as task-
based:

(Continued on page 7)

1. The Canadian Language Benchmarks Placement Test (CLBPT) was released in 2002 based on the Canadian Lan-
guage Benchmarks 2000. The CLBPT is considered a streamlined, time- and cost-saving alternative to the CLBA but,
like the CLBA, it is aligned to Benchmarks 1-8 and is used for the same placement purposes.
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The CLB represents an interesting
case where the descriptors are still
essentially trait oriented, but task dif-
ficulty and performance conditions
define learner progression. The issue
is one of generalisability. It appears
that the CLB wishes score meaning to
be generalisable beyond the test task
to social and work conditions in Can-
ada by not linking descriptors to spe-
cific tasks or conditions, while ac-
knowledging that it is the specific
context of the task that impacts on
performance and test score (p. 172).

The above contradiction in the CLB is
unavoidably replicated in the CLBA: while the
assessment is comprised of a succession of
tasks deemed to be increasingly difficult, the
benchmarks that one receives upon completion
of the assessment describe more general abili-
ties. For example, if one progresses in the lis-
tening/speaking interview as far as successfully
accomplishing a task involving a description of
procuring a specific good or service,? the de-
scriptor on the Client Profile for the listening/
speaking benchmark (CLB 4) assigned includes
“Can describe the process of obtaining goods
and services.”

The difficulty here is that a person may
well be able to describe the procurement of
one particular good or service but not another.
Thus, it seems questionable to generalize the
ability to accomplish a specific task to an ability
to complete other, even similar, tasks.

Regarding the CLBA’s cultural content,
test developers Norton and Stewart (1999)
stated that “tensions between authenticity and
cultural fairness proved to be the most chal-
lenging in this particular project” (p. 239).
However, they explained the ultimate decision
to aim for cultural accessibility versus neutrality
as follows:

We wanted to ensure that most learn-
ers would be able to access the vari-
ous tasks; however, it was neither
possible nor desirable to strip the
assessment content of its cultural con-
text. To do so would have been con-
trary to the spirit of the draft CLB
document and would have resulted in
bland inauthentic content that would
have little meaning or relevance to
learners of ESL in Canada (Norton
Peirce & Stewart, 1997, pp. 20-21).

Thus, among the tasks included in the
assessment is the filling out of forms, a culturally
bound but common task in a Canadian context.
As for the separation of the assessment into skill
areas, Norton Peirce and Stewart (1997) cited
this as another difficult but nevertheless neces-
sary element in the test development. The diffi-
culty stemmed from “the more holistic ap-
proach to language competence implicit in
task-based assessment” (p. 21) while the neces-
sity arose from stakeholder input calling for
testing instruments that would “be flexible
enough to apply in a range of program place-

(Continued on page 8)

2. We are unable to give a concrete example of the good(s) or service(s) being procured since the test is secure.
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ment circumstances, from integrated class-
rooms to separate skill applications” (p. 20).

An overview of the three main compo-
nents of the CLBA (Listening/Speaking,® Read-
ing and Writing), adapted from a description
available to the public on the website of the
Centre for Education and Training (CET), is in-
cluded as Table 1.

Educational Purposes

The CLBA is a low-stakes test that meas-
ures the lower eight of the twelve levels de-
scribed by the CLB (Benchmarks 1-8). Its pri-
mary use’ is to place language learners across
the country in instructional programs appropri-
ate to their level of competence in English
(Norton Peirce & Stewart, 1997). Adult immi-
grants who are eligible for Language Instruc-
tion for Newcomers to Canada (LINC) take the
test. The assessment is mostly administered at
LINC assessment and referral centers in ap-
proximately 2-4 hours by certified CLBA asses-
sors. Once the assessment has been completed,
the scores from the three sections (Listening/
Speaking, Reading, and Writing) are recorded
on the CLBA Client Profile as placement bench-
mark indicators and, in Ontario, an appropriate
LINC class level is determined. The results are
then made available to the test-taker and to the
language program organization(s) where the
student wishes to register.

Upon arrival in a LINC class, should a
student or teacher feel that the class level as-
signed is unsuitable, there is limited flexibility
to move the student to another class after a two-
week trial period.

Washback

In light of some developments over the
past decade, we thought it would be interesting
and useful to revisit the issue of the CLBA’s po-
tential to create washback. Hyland and Lee
(2000) viewed the CLBA as likely to generate
negative washback, advancing that “omissions
and oversights in the CLBA need to be ad-
dressed or language classroom teaching will
suffer” (p. 18). The authors of the present re-
view have experience teaching adult ESL and
administering the CLBA, yet we do not see a
high probability of washback (positive or nega-
tive) from the CLBA, partly due to develop-
ments in the area of adult settlement language
training since the publication of the Hyland and
Lee review.

The first reason for which we doubt
washback is that the CLBA is a low-stakes
placement test administered free of charge and
there are no preparatory classes for it (nor, to
our knowledge, demand for such classes). Re-
lated to this, there are no old versions of the test
available for test-takers to look over or prepare
with (since the same secure versions of the test
continue to be used). Second, although the test

(Continued on page 9)

3. Listening and speaking are combined in the 1996 CLB working document and thus in the CLBA. From experi-
ence, Hudson finds the combined CLBA listening/speaking score problematic since some clients display markedly
different listening and speaking abilities but their assessment results do not directly reflect this. In contrast, the
Canadian Language Benchmarks 2000 separates listening and speaking and so does the CLBPT which was devel-
oped from it, allowing assessors to assign separate benchmarks for listening and speaking.

4. Another intended purpose is to “assess learner progress in [adult settlement language] programs” (Norton &
Stewart, 1999, p. 225). However, Norton Peirce and Stewart (1997) specify that, as an outcomes instrument, the
CLBA “will be valid only to the extent that ESL curricula are consistent with the objectives of the CLB—an issue that
was beyond the scope of [their] project” (pp. 19-20).
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was conceived initially for use also as an out-
comes instrument (see footnote 4), it has not
been used as such (due to a lack of funding to
field test it for this purpose) and it seems to be
almost exclusively referred to in the literature
as a “placement test.”

Additionally, CIC re-
cently announced plans to de-
velop optional “milestone” and
exit assessments for adult lan-
guage learners (Ontario Re-
gion LINC Assessors’ Confer-

“..the CLBAisa

tence and use of the LINC Curriculum Guide-
lines (Hajer, Robinson & Witol, 2002), published
after Hyland and Lee’s (2000) review. This cur-
riculum document is intended to form the basis
of LINC classroom teaching and was developed
from the CLB, not the CLBA.

Emerging Issues

As mentioned in the
introduction, we do not find a
great deal to criticize about the
CLBA as long as it is used as
intended: as a low-stakes

ence, 2010), making the use of ].OW-Sta.keS placement test.
the CLBA as an outcomes tool
eem even less likely in the lacement test The greatest area for
S

y p concern is that, despite being
future. Thus, there would seem .. called a “low-stake ork i

W-S s work in

to be no reason to teach to the admlnlstered

test or use the CLBA to guide
curriculum once learners are in
class. Moreover, except for
ESL teachers who are CLBA
assessors, most ESL teachers
would not have more than gen-
eral knowledge about the con-
tent of the CLBA, such as the
overview provided in Table 1.
A third reason why washback
appears unlikely is that the
CLBA is no longer the only instrument used to
assess learners for placement into adult settle-
ment language training.

The CLBA was joined in 2002 by the
streamlined Canadian Language Benchmarks
Placement Test (CLBPT) which was deemed
valid “for the same low-stakes decisions for
which the CLBA was designed” (Nagy, 2001, as
cited in Bruni & Irwin, 2007, p. 223). LINC par-
ticipants may be placed using either tool. Fi-
nally, it seems important to note that the poten-
tial for the CLBA to influence classroom teach-
ing at present is perhaps reduced by the exis-

free of charge
and there are no
preparatory
classes for it.”

progress” by its developers at
the time of publication (Norton
Peirce & Stewart, 1997, p. 28),
there seems to be potential at
present for the CLBA to slip
towards higher-stakes usage.
Our concern about the CLBA
echoes concern expressed by
Bruni and Irwin (2007) in rela-
tion to the use of the Canadian
Language Benchmarks Place-
ment Test also as a low-stakes
assessment tool.

In a review of the CLBPT, Bruni and Ir-
win (2007) noted that the CLBPT “is increasingly
being considered for other higher-stakes pur-
poses such as admission to bridging programs
in colleges or universities” (p. 220). Indeed,
language training programs for newcomers to
Canada are expanding and changing, notably
to provide classes at higher CLB levels.

The Canadian Language Benchmarks
also have increasing recognition as a frame of

(Continued on page 10)



Page 10 TEACHERS OF ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE OF ONTARIO

(Continued from page 9)

reference for English language proficiency in
Canada, and assessment results based on the
CLB (including CLBA results) are more widely
accepted. This has created an influx of a differ-
ent type of test-takers: in addition to learners
who wish to study in LINC, assessment and re-
ferral centres are now seeing individuals
(generally with higher language proficiency)
who want to study, for example, in programs for
internationally trained doctors or nurses.

We find it problematic that a ‘low-
stakes’ assessment be used in such situations
because for many newcomers to Canada, there
is a sense of urgency related to finding employ-
ment, preferably related to one’s prior training
and experience. For such newcomers, there
are high stakes attached to receiving the mini-
mum benchmarks required for acceptance into
a program which purports to help them secure
employment in their field.

Interestingly, a new CLB-referenced
assessment, the Enhanced Language Training
Placement Assessment (ELTPA)%, specifically
developed to assess higher CLB levels for
higher-level language programs, is also consid-
ered “a low-stakes assessment tool” (Centre for
Education and Training, 2010).

Perhaps it is time to modify existing
assessment tools, or create new ones, which
can be confidently used for higher-stakes
placement. Furthermore, in considering the
modification or creation or such instruments, it
seems crucial to take into account Fulcher’s
(2008) critique of the CLB regarding its gener-
alization of language proficiency based on ac-
complishment of specific, situated tasks. +

5. Individuals must already have a level of at least
CLB 6 in order to take the ELTPA (either by earning
this score with the CLBA or the CLBPT or by receiv-
ing it as proficiency benchmarks through classroom
study).
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BOOK REVIEW

The Sound of Language by Amulya Malladi

Review by Robert Courchéne

n this beautifully crafted story in which

the two main characters confront the

loss of their partners, Malladi describes
how Gunnar, a recent widower, and Rai-
hana, a refugee from Afghanistan who has
lost her husband to the conflict, form a
unique friendship that enables them to sur-
mount prejudice, loneliness and heart-
break. Raihana, who has been taken in by
her relatives in Denmark, is required—like
all immigrants—to take language courses,
with one part of the program being a prak-
tik. As she struggles with the Danish lan-
guage, she draws a parallel with the sound
of the Danish language: the buzz-buzz of

bees—hence the title of the book. Her language
teacher, Christine, suggests that she do her
praktik with Gunnar, who has just lost his wife.

Since her death, Gunnar who is in his
60s, has basically become an isolating slob—
glued to his TV, constantly drinking, never

(Continued on page 43)
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The Sound of Language by Amulya Malladi.
Random House Publishing (2007), 256 pages.
ISBN: 0345483162

(Includes interview with the author)
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I strongly recommend the other novels written my Malladi; each deals with an as-
pect of conflict between different ethic groups, the class of cultures, religions and
generations. In each she draws on her experience of living in India, the U.S. and in
Denmark. Engaging reads, they bring pleasure and insights into the human experi-

ence.

e Song of the Cuckoo Bird, Random House Publishing Group, 2005.

e Serving Crazy With Curry, Ballantine Books, 2004.

e The Mango Season, Random House Publishing Group, 2004.

e A Breath of Fresh Air, Random House Publishing Group, 2003.

(Continued from page 42)

cleaning up either his house or himself. Anna’s
death has destroyed his desire to live.

As the story opens just prior to the onset
of spring, we learn that Gunnar and Anna had
taken up beekeeping with each having their
own hives. With the approaching season, Gun-
nar should be taking care of all the hives but he
has lost interest even though he knows that the
bees will die if not attended to.

When Christine brings Raihana to begin
her praktik, Gunnar agrees (very reluctantly) to
allow her to stay for a week without being in any
way committed to help her learn her Danish.

Their relationship in the beginning is
strained, not only because they have little
shared language but Gunnar is certainly not
open to being undertaking any new relation-
ship. Raihana begins by cleaning the kitchen

(Continued on page 44)
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and living room on a regular basis and with time
they begin to talk about beekeeping (Raihana
has only a superficial knowledge of the trade).

Slowly but surely as the novel unfolds,
Gunnar teaches Raihana more and more about
the raising of bees and together they end up
producing a bumper crop of honey. By the end
of the novel Raihana wants to take this up as her
chosen trade.

Throughout the novel both Raihana and (Photo © Seren Rasmussen )

Gunnar are targeted by their respective families Amulya Malladi has a bachelor’s degree in engineer-
and communities; Raihana’s host families and

members of the Afghan community are scandal-

ing and a master’s degree in journalism. Born and
raised in India, she lived in the United States for

ize that a young widow who refused to wear ei- several years before moving to Denmark, where she

ther the hijab or the burka would be working now lives on the island of Mors with her husband
alone with an older man. They see her as a black
mark against their community in Denmark. For

his part, some but not all of Gunnar’s relatives

and vyoung son. You can contact her at
www.amulyamalladi.com.

see it as inappropriate that Gunnar would have
an immigrant woman working with him even if
they realize that the reason for her presence
there is to help her integrate into Danish society.
They see immigrants as an unnecessary and un-
wanted presence in Denmark. Adding to the
racial tension in the novel is Gunnar’s grandson
who has shaved his head, sports a swastika tat-
too and has joined the neoNazi movement. He
sees the likes of Raihana as a curse and, ulti-
mately by his actions and that of his friends pro-
vokes a family crisis.

Raihana, who believed that by escapin . . .
Y ping immigrants as they try to surmount the barriers

to successfully integrating in their new-found,
but often not freely chosen, home. While lan-
guage is certainly an important element it is not
the only one; ethnic and religious background,
cultural patterns and practices, gender roles,
including access to education, attitudes of the
host culture to immigrants in general and, the

Through the interactions of Raihana, given ethnic background in particular, all are
Gunnar and their respective families, Malladi potentially factors that facilitate or militate
explores and reveals the difficulty faced by new against integration. +

from her home country she had put racism and
gender issues behind her, has to confront anew
the same issues in Denmark. The racial incident
that nearly destroys her family brings together
many Danes from the little village who, at Gun-
nar’s intervention, come together to help Rai-
hana and her relatives rebuild their lives.


http://www.amulyamalladi.com

