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FROM THE EDITOR
Welcome to the spring issue of SHARE!
SHARE is TESL Canada’s national eMagazine for ESL teachers and is committed to ‘sharing’ innovative and pragmatic
teaching and learning ideas for the ESL classroom. This issue features a wide range of outstanding articles written by
ESL practitioners from across Canada and around the world.

Jennifer Pearson Terell
Editor
jpterell@gmail.com

This issue opens with two very different and very important articles. In the first article “Action Research”, Dr. Li-Shih
Huang’s encourages us as ESL teachers to explore action research for what it can offer us personally as ESL teachers as well
as what it can offer the ESL professional community at large. While Stephanie Hooker’s article, “Compassion Fatigue”
focuses on the emotional challenges faced by ESL teachers everywhere. As she states in her article, “More and more,
teachers support language learners beyond teaching. We navigate highly sensitive waters in language classes daily.”
This issue includes a wide range of important articles focusing on teaching and learning in the ESL classroom. Ron
Thomson’s excellent article, “English Accent Coach: Not quite a fairy godmother for pronunciation instruction, but
a step in the right direction.” reports on a free online, interactive pronunciation training tool designed to address
one aspect of pronunciation – the accurate perception of vowels and consonants. While Joann Chernen’s excellent
article, “Taking Pronunciation Further with Oral Journals’’ examines using oral journals as a teaching-learning tool in
a community college pronunciation course. In his article, “The Exercise is not the Game: Some Misunderstandings
about Writing Academic English”, Brett Reynolds offers readers a new look at teaching writing academic English. And
finally Christopher Wharton explores the concept of ESL learner autonomy in his article, “Exploring Learner Autonomy
Across Various ESL Contexts”.
Catherine Evaschuk’s articulate and thought-provoking article,”Sex Education in ESL Classes?” compels us as ESL
teachers to look again at our curriculum choices. The next two articles, “Musical Visions” by Phil Keegan and “Teaching
with Skype” by Susan Purcell are written with the ESL teacher in mind and are very reader friendly. The final article in
this issue is another outstanding and important article titled, “Share your Story, Share your Wisdom: How to Make
Learning Memorable” by Sarah Elaine Eaton.
This issue concludes with ESL Resources in Review. The five reviews are written by five experts in English language
instruction provide and readers with thoughtful and valuable insights into new and recent resources for teaching and
learning English language.
In closing on behalf of the 6600 members of TESL Canada, our heartfelt appreciation to the fifteen authors who
contributed and made this issue possible.
Jennifer Pearson Terell
Editor SHARE, TESL Canada’s eMagazine for ESL Teachers
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ACTION RESEARCH

BY DR. LI-SHIH HUANG

When I was about to write this
piece, I coincidently came across a blog about
the concern that “research is not adopted by
those that could benefit from it most” and
that “often, research never makes it beyond
journal articles and into practice” (Landers,
2012). During this year’s American Educational
Research Association (AERA) conference, which
more than 13,000 researchers and educators
from more than 60 countries attended, AERA
president Arnetha F. Ball raised this same
long-standing issue in her speech about
how to bridge the knowledge-practice gap
or the theory-practice divide. This brings us
to this edition’s focus on action research. Do
you have a question about your teaching or
your students that has long puzzled you?
Have you contemplated doing research in
your own classroom that would help you
solve pedagogical problems, but are unsure
about how to tackle it? If so, read on. If not,
I encourage you to explore with me for a
moment the realm of action research and
what engaging in it can offer you and our
professional community.
I am a strong believer in the value and
potential of research carried out by or with the
involvement of teachers, in the pivotal role that
teachers can play in cutting across that divide
or bridging the gap between research and
practice, and in doing the kinds of research
that matters and is most relevant to learners
in the real world. As language teachers, we
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all want to find ways to optimize learning for
our students. Since my first language teaching
job in 1992, and continuing with my current
work of training future language-teaching
professionals and doing research related to
second-language learning and teaching, I have
never left my role as a practitioner teaching
English-as-an-additional-language learners
in a classroom context. This choice stems
from my personal conviction about the ways
that teaching and research feed off of and
enrich each other, about the need to guard
against doing research and discussing its
pedagogical implications without walking in
the teacher’s shoes, and about the importance
of establishing connections between research
and practice. From teachers’ perspectives, we
know that practice is inherently and intricately
influenced and embedded in a context, and
that researching our own classroom is the
most meaningful and direct way to build
on our teaching skills and gain a deeper
understanding of ourselves as practitioners, of
our students, and of our classrooms.

In this installment, I will first briefly describe
what action research is in the “What does it
mean?” section. In the “What does research
say?” section that follows next, I will share
the challenges and opportunities you may
encounter, as presented in the literature and
as discovered in my personal action research
experiences over the past decade. Finally, in
the “What can we do?” section, I will share a
user-friendly model that describes the steps
involved in doing action research.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN?
You may have heard of some of the different
terms that have been used to talk about action
research, for example: teacher research, teacher
reflection, self-reflective inquiry, practitioner
research, or practitioner enquiry. The seminal
work of Kurt Lewin (1848), a social psychologist
who is usually credited as the creator of the
term “action research,” describes such inquiry
as involving a spiral of steps, “each of which is
composed of a circle of planning, action, and
fact-finding about the result of the action”
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Figure 1. The Action Research Spiral (Source:
Pagliari, 2007).
Since then, various definitions of action
research have been put forward in the
literature. The definition advanced by Wilf
Carr and Stephen Kemmis is among the most
widely known. Their definition is also firmly
lodged within the realm of the practitioner
and closely linked to the notion of reflective
practice, as developed by Schön (1983) (see
Huang, 2011). The overall idea is that action
research consists of research activities that
are oriented toward enhancing practice. In
their classic, widely cited definitions, Carr and
Kemmis (1986) describe action research as
being about improving (a) social/educational
practices, (b) the understanding of these
practices, and (c) the situations in which the
practices occur.
Recent definitions include those by Ann Burns
(2010), an internationally known advocate and
leading expert in action research, who defines
action research as “taking a self-reflective,
critical, and systematic approach to exploring
[teachers’] own teaching contexts” (p. 2).
Most recently, Pappas and Tucker-Raymond

(2011) defined action research as “intentional,
systematic inquiry conducted by teachers
in their classrooms or schools” (p. 3). Both
definitions include the word “systematic,”
which conveys the importance of the way data
should be gathered, analyzed, interpreted,
and disseminated. The word “critical” evokes
the idea of an inquiring, questioning, or
problematizing stance (Burns, 2010; CochranSmith & Lytle, 2009) and of activities that
are geared to achieve best practices. The
intentionality in action research resides in
what Ellen Langer, Professor of Psychology
from Harvard University, called “mindfulness”1
of the events and surroundings in testing
our hunches, challenging our preconceived
ideas, experimenting with new methods or
procedures in our teaching, and carrying out
planned actions with specific pedagogical
questions in mind in order to change or
improve our practices. (For a detailed historical
account of the development of action
research, refer to Burns, 2011).

WHAT DOES THE RESEARCH SAY?
In this segment, I will share some of the
challenges and opportunities that you may
encounter, as pointed out by other action
researchers (e.g., Nunan, 2006; Rainey, 2000; Borg,
2009) and as encountered in my own practice.
Teachers are so inundated with work and
available research and pedagogical materials
that finding time to read studies that have
the potential to inform their teaching is
already a challenge. How can teachers find
time to conduct research? It goes without
saying that the lack of time to engage in
action research that is recursive or cyclical in
nature is one of the most critical challenges
faced by instructors. This lack makes action
research difficult or even impossible. Handin-hand with the lack of time is the lack of
institutional and research support to carry out
such an inquiry. Other commonly mentioned

challenges include a lack of knowledge about
the processes involved in action research and
the need for teacher training in data collection,
analysis, and interpretation.
The lack of knowledge and training and
research methodology can translate to the
encountering of issues related to maintaining
a systematic approach and rigour in research
methods and processes, which, in turn, can
invite criticisms about the extent to which
action research is valid and/or trustworthy.
The dual-role of teacher-researcher and the
student-teacher/researcher relationship also
might introduce researcher biases, and, as
such, researchers must take measures, such as
clarifying assumptions and biases, involving
a second observer or coder in data collection
or analysis, and using multiple sources of data
to triangulate findings and interpretations
to minimize the threat of subjectivity in data
collection, analysis, and interpretation. In my
most recent action research (Huang, 2012),
I also encountered some of these various
ongoing struggles. In particular, I have
reflected on the methodological challenges.
For example, there is, on the one hand, the
demand for action research to adhere to
standards of scientifically rigorous research,
while on the other hand, one must keep in
mind the pedagogically driven thinking goal of
our work: to enhance our students’ learning by
improving our own practices. Any intervention
that is undertaken to accommodate our
students’ needs throughout the research
process is a natural component of the cyclical
reflection, but such ongoing intervention
derived from reflection-in-action (i.e.,
concurrent reflection) or reflection-on-action
(i.e., retrospective reflection) may jeopardize
the researcher’s ability to make valid claims
with all the intervening variables. Without
objectively derived outcomes, including
controlling factors that may have played a role
in contributing to differences in the treatment/

“Mindfulness” refers to a "heightened sense of situational awareness and a conscious control over one’s thoughts and behavior relative to the situation" (Marzano,
2003, p. 65).
1
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(p. 206) or a spiral of steps that consists of
planning, acting, observing, and reflecting
(Figure 1). Lewin’s view was that practices
could be understood and changed only by
involving practitioners in an inquiry.

Finally, any research might produce a negative
result or, after all the effort, produce no
significant results at all. This is a normal part
of doing research that is often underplayed,
because of the inherent, long-standing bias
of journals, which tend to publish studies that
have produced noteworthy results, neglecting
the fact that often much can be learned,
both empirically and pedagogically, through
the sharing of studies that did not produce
significant results. The possibility of negative
or inconclusive results, along with the way
criticism is often perceived as something
negative (rather than as useful information
to help develop and improve our work), and,
later, challenges in the dissemination phase of
making work public, all add to the anxiety of
practitioners. This tendency also points to the
need for action researchers to be cognizant
of the potential for biased reporting, which
undermines the quality of the research.
With challenges also come opportunities. A
substantial and diverse body of literature in
other disciplines has accumulated over the
years that provides guidance to teachers in
conducting action research (see Slutsky et
al., 2005). In the field of second-language
teaching, however, as Burns (2011) pointed
out, “volumes for practitioners on the
processes of conducting action research
per se are still scarce” (p. 243). Nonetheless,
the recent effort by the largest international
professional association, TESOL, to encourage
an inquiry stance towards language teaching
through the publication of a six-volume action
research series edited by Farrell is a significant
movement in acknowledging the value and
importance of action research. The series offers
a collection of studies conducted by language
practitioners in various parts of the world.
With a growing recognition of the scholarship
of teaching and learning, publications that
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welcome the connection between theory and
practice are more commonly accepting articles
on action research.
We now know that action research is a
tool that enables practitioners to discover
ways to improve teaching practices (Sagor,
2004). Conducting action research can
be considered a professional growth and
development opportunity because, through
such research, we can empirically test a
new teaching strategy or evaluate a new
curriculum, approach, method, or techniques
and share our discoveries with our professional
community. There is a rich body of literature
that exemplifies how participating in action
research can bring about positive change
in various aspects of learning and teaching
practices (see Burns, 2010; Ferrance, 2000;
Johnson & Button, 2000; Sax & Fisher, 2001).
Most importantly, instead of being consumers
or objects of others’ research, practitioners take
the stage, and become part of the research
design, implementation, interpretation, and
dissemination of the results; they take on the
role of a change agent that can transform
and/or expand teachers’ own perspectives,
pedagogical practices, and thinking. Growing
evidence also supports how language
teachers benefit from collaborations with
other practitioners or researchers in exploring
common issues that circumvent commonly
raised concerns about the time, support,
methodological expertise, and dissemination
involved in action research (see Burns, 2010).

WHAT CAN WE DO?
So, what is the process involved in conducting
action research? Various models intended
to illustrate the processes involved in action
research have been put forward (e.g., Elliot,
1991; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000; O’Leary,
2004; Stringer, 2007). Kemmis and McTaggart’s
(1988) model “Plan – Act – Observe – Reflect”
spiral of activity provides novices an easy
entry to their action research journeys. Figure
2, first proposed by Kemmis and McTaggart
(1988), is a classic and oft-referenced actionresearch model that is still valid and being

FEATURE ARTICLE

intervention, how do we know that what
we are doing really matters in our students’
learning? (For an example of action research
and a full discussion of the challenges, see
Huang, 2012).

	
  

Figure 2. Cyclical action research model based on
Kemmis and McTaggart (1988).
widely adopted/adapted today; this model
illustrates the four phases mentioned earlier,
but in continuing, spiral cycles that convey the
iterative or recursive nature of action research.
Briefly, in the planning phase, identify a
problem or issue that interests or puzzles
you. Then identify a plan of action that
aims to bring about an improvement
in understanding. With the realities and
constraints of our particular practices in mind,
hypothesize what changes/interventions
might bring an improvement and plan how to
implement them.
In the action phase, implement the plan
or intervention that has been carefully
developed to address a particular problem or
sets of problems. It is important to note that
the required ethical clearance to safeguard
confidentiality, ensure consent, minimize
power relations, and so on must be obtained
prior to the action phase, and then informed
ethical consent must be obtained from those
involved before carrying out the action.
In the observation phase, systematic
observations of particular, relevant aspects
of classroom practice are made to determine
what is happening. This phase involves
collecting the data needed to answer your
questions (e.g., observing systematically,
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In the reflection phase, reflect on what is
happening and then develop revised action
plans based upon new understanding or
questions that arose during the previous
phases. As Kemmis and McTaggart (2000)
and Stringer (2007) pointed out, the reality of
the process may not be as neat or orderly as
presented in the model. The phases naturally
overlap and are more fluid and open in
response to the dynamic nature of learning
settings and events in the classroom. For a
detailed explanation of each of the four phases
and cases of action research in our field, refer
to Burns (2010).

as opportunities, to take risks in adopting
different teaching strategies that may offer a
glimpse of new possibilities for both you and
your students, and to reach out to colleagues
or other researchers as you start your own
action research journey. By sharing what we
do, together we can create a teacher voice,
build stronger support for teacher inquiry, and
share stories that have or will contribute to our
professional community through research that
can meaningfully connect theory, practice, and
research. u

Huang, L.-S. (2011, Fall). Key concepts and theories in
TEAL: Reflective learning. TEAL News: The Association
of B.C. Teachers of English as an Additional Language,
pp. 9-13.
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COMPASSION FATIGUE

BY STEPHANIE HOOKER

THE COST OF CARING: HOW
TO RECOGNIZE THE SIGNS OF
COMPASSION FATIGUE
A woman sits in front of me, her chair pushed
back at an awkward distance. She stretches her
arms out in front and presents red welts on her
arm. “Look at these marks,” she insists. The skin
looks tender and sore.
“How do you think I got these marks?” she asks.
Silence fills the quiet, small space, the
proverbial elephant in the room. I stare at the
multiple stripes, as our appointment veers
decidedly off-topic. After all, she came in to
discuss TOEFL preparation classes.
“Let me tell you,” she volunteers. “I have never
cooked in my life – never. The first time I
cooked anything – Canada. I don’t even know
to boil water.” She laughs. I am relieved. I had
imagined far worse.
“I am trying,” she adds, “but it’s hard.”
We both know she is talking about something
bigger than boiling water. She leaves that day
with a page of referrals for TOEFL preparation
classes and I can’t stop thinking about her.
More and more, teachers support language
learners beyond teaching. We navigate highly
sensitive water in language classes daily.

SHARE ISSUE 4 2013

While it may not be written in our job
description, as dedicated professionals we
connect with students on many levels. We
want to help even when it’s not expected of
us. So, we push ourselves to become more
knowledgeable in areas outside of teaching
- depression, culture shock, loss of income
and identity, domestic abuse, frustration
and anxiety. We meet students who have
lived through war, domestic violence and
other traumatic events. They talk about it
during communicative exercises. They use
new vocabulary to describe their personal
experiences. They write about it too. And
sometimes, what they share triggers us in
unexpected ways.
We may begin to feel some of what our
students describe. Then we take it home with
us. We might begin to pull back from social

interactions with our family. Or maybe we
get insomnia, or notice we are quick to react
to things that wouldn’t normally bother us.
We sound more cynical than usual and seem
unable to show the same compassion we once
shared with our classes. Without even realizing
it we might be suffering from Compassion
Fatigue (CF).

COMPASSION FATIGUE (CF) – AN
OCCUPATIONAL HAZARD
The term has been around since 1992 when
it appeared in a nursing magazine but is
now commonly connected to Figley and is
associated with the “cost of caring” (Figley,
1995). At the risk of oversimplifying this
evolving concept, your ability to care about
your students may trigger you in different
ways- you may find yourself suffering from
symptoms associated with your students

10

Recognizing exactly how CF affects you can
be tough. It manifests itself in different people
in different ways and pops up in varying
measures. Often symptoms are similar to other
conditions such as depression or burnout;
they may strike on multiple levels: personal,
professional and organizational. On a personal
level, you may notice excessive blaming,
bottled up emotions, isolation, poor self-care
and an overall negative attitude that could
include apathy, sadness and being critical.
At a professional and organizational level,
you might notice increased absenteeism,
lack of effective teamwork, negativity toward
management and increased cynicism and
pessimism in the potential for change.
Alexandra Fortier knows first-hand about CF.
She did her BA in sexology with a specialty
in children who suffered from sexual abuse
and then her MA in social science. She has a
history of working in clinics with violent sexual
abusers and Child’s Aid. As part of her training,
she had to view and study explicit videos to
assist police. “I began to have vivid flashbacks
that were not mine and experienced vicarious
trauma. I started to feel depressed and tired; it
definitely impacted my personal relationships
too.” Compounding the problem, she says
no one talked about what was happening. “I
recognized the vicarious trauma and then I
came across information about CF. I thought,
Oh, this is what is happening to me.” (Personal
communication, March and July, 2012)
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“After that experience, I knew I wanted to learn
more about CF to help other people.” That’s
when she became an associate at Compassion
Fatigue Solutions. Based in Kingston, Ontario,
Compassion Fatigue Solutions provides skillbased workshops, consulting services and
training materials focusing on CF, self-care and
workplace wellness (n.d.).
“CF is definitely an occupational hazard for
TESL teachers” Fortier says. In fact, it is likely
that at one point in your teaching career,
you will develop some level of CF. Language
teachers need to be aware of what it is, how
to identify it and how to manage it so we can
continue to give, while maintaining our own
sense of well-being.
One of the key factors in distinguishing CF
from burnout is paying attention to what
follows you home. “In burnout,” explains
Fortier, “you can change the environment and
you modify the experience; you no longer
feel burned out. When you are suffering with
CF, even when you change the environment,
you still feel the symptoms.” In other words,
in burnout, if you take a short break or get
some rest, you will start to feel better. If you are
suffering with CF, it will not let up.

KNOW YOUR TRIGGERS
Once you recognize CF, it will likely help to
know your warning signs and triggers, which
will be different for different people. Fortier
uses lights to describe hers, which usually
surface at home first. “In the green zone, I’m a
yes mom-this is your happy, perfect persona
– yes to the pool, yes to the park. In the yellow
zone, I have more difficulty saying yes to
requests but it’s manageable. When I’m in
the red zone, I’m making up rules to organize
the fridge.” She laughs a little as she describes
her attention to the fridge. Admittedly, it is
insignificant, and seemingly benign compared
to her full time job where she works in a day
treatment program for children with mental
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‘experiences, or set off in other ways by their
lives. For example, if war is one of your triggers,
when a student talks or writes about war, this
might prompt you to experience vicarious
trauma, you might begin to feel depressed
or withdrawn. If you have been raised to be
extremely independent, your experience of
CF may be agitated by your student’s sense of
dependence. This might lead you to display
cynicism and negativity about your student
and lead you to be less compassionate.

One way to test your level of
satisfaction and fatigue is by taking
the Professional Quality of Life Scale
(PROqol) (http://www.proqol.org/
uploads/ProQOL_5_English_SelfScore_3-2012.pdf ). This scale measures
your compassion satisfaction and
compassion fatigue in the last 30 days
and will help you understand both
positive and negative aspects of being
in a “helper” profession.
The ProQOL is now available in 17
languages including English. The
languages include Chinese, English,
Finnish, French, German, Greek,
Hebrew, Italian, Japanese, Khmer,
Korean, Portuguese (Brazilian),
Norwegian, Russian, Spanish, Swedish
and Turkish.

We all know what we should do to
maintain our health and sense of
well-being. Eat well. Exercise. Take time
out. Get off the grid. But it’s harder
than you think. Karen Hill, director
of Compassion Fatigue Toronto, a
company that runs CF workshops,
recently delivered a workshop on CF
at the Toronto TESL Conference (2012)
and provided some good ideas to
teachers. Hill recommends “do nothing
for 2 minutes,” a website that asks
nothing from you, literally.
Go to the link http://www.
donothingfor2minutes.com/, listen
to the waves and do nothing for
exactly two minutes. If you touch your
keyboard, you see a FAIL and the clock
resets for another two minutes. If you
can’t take two minutes to do nothing,
that says a lot.
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At work, Fortier says she and her peers have
developed excellent skills in being able to
recognize each other’s signs. For example,
when she closes her office door, which is
almost always open, everyone knows she
is in the red zone. But since CF is discussed
openly in her office, colleagues rally around
each other. That support can go a long way in
counteracting the negativity and cynicism that
can seep in during those moments.

MANAGE IT
Self-care strategies are very important in
treating CF although they are not always easy
to implement. You know how it goes: easier
said than done. But if you are suffering with
lower levels of CF, it can be handled effectively
by more focused self-care. In general, the
better we take care of our overall mental and
physical health, the more resistant and resilient
we are to many challenges, including CF.
More serious incidents of CF which lead to an
increasing sense of hopelessness, vulnerability
and a general sense of being overwhelmed
may require more appropriate treatment such
as medical attention.
At an organizational level, it is important to
talk about CF and support each other. If you
suspect you might be experiencing CF, you
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probably are and some of your colleagues
might be too. It is important to create an open
and safe environment to discuss your feelings
and normalize the issue. Start with a small
support group of willing colleagues. As Fortier
says, “Sometimes just stating, hey, this has
been affecting me lately, how do you think we
can address it? – that helps.” Together, you can
develop more creative ideas. CF typically has a
very negative affect on morale and the overall
mood of your place of work. So, it is highly
advisable to get support on the organizational
level to implement policies.

HOW TO KEEP ON GIVING
Teaching is a helping profession and that is not
going to change any time soon. In the same
way a construction worker needs a hard hat;
teachers need to protect themselves against
symptoms that impact their life and work. By
acknowledging, recognizing and managing
CF, you can keep doing what you do, but more
importantly, you can keep loving what you do. u
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health issues, but Fortier know this is the first
warning bell for her—this is the time to catch
it. Her family recognizes her signs too. And this
recognition can lead to greater support on the
home front, which is critical.
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ENGLISH ACCENT COACH: NOT
QUITE A FAIRY GODMOTHER
FOR PRONUNCIATION
INSTRUCTION, BUT A STEP IN
THE RIGHT DIRECTION.

BY RON THOMSON

The website www.englishaccentcoach.com
has been developed with support from
Citizenship and Immigration Canada and the
Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Council of Canada, and is free for Canadian
immigrant language learners. It is an
online, interactive pronunciation training
tool, designed to address one aspect of
pronunciation that many English language
instructors find difficult to teach – the accurate
perception of vowels and consonants. Teachers
themselves can benefit from the tool, by using
it to learn the International Phonetic Alphabet,
an invaluable classroom aid to teaching
pronunciation. Notably, the approach used
by English Accent Coach has been shown to
significantly impact the pronunciation ability
of adult learners, and those traditionally
believed to have plateaued in their learning.
It also leads to a significant increase in
students’ confidence in their ability to perceive
English sounds (Thomson, 2011, 2012). These
significant improvements begin after just a few
short training sessions.
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BACKGROUND
Pronunciation has often been referred to as the
“Cinderella” of language learning, neglected
while focusing on its older sisters, listening,
speaking, reading, writing, and grammar
(Kelly, 1969; Celce-Murcia, Brinton, Goodwin &
Griner, 2010). Unlike the proverbial Cinderella,
however, pronunciation is not neglected
because it is disliked. Rather, it seems to be
avoided because teachers feel underprepared,
or because they do not have access to what
they believe are effective teaching materials
(Burgess & Spencer, 2000; Breitkreutz, Derwing
& Rossiter, 2002; MacDonald, 2002; Foote,
Holtby, & Derwing, 2012). Another commonly
expressed teacher belief concerning
pronunciation is that when it is incorporated
into the curriculum, benefits to learners are
incommensurate with the time and effort
invested, leaving teachers to question whether
valuable instructional time is being wasted.
Given these reasons for pronunciation’s
neglect in many language classrooms,
the search continues for its elusive fairy

godmother: pronunciation teaching
techniques that are teacher-friendly and
effective. Teachers’ own eagerness to
gain knowledge regarding pronunciation
instruction is undisputed, being selfevident from the popularity of conference
presentations on the topic, which are nearly
always standing room only. Unfortunately,
despite teachers’ eagerness for knowledge,
little seems to change in the techniques and
strategies available. As a profession, we have
yet to find that magic solution. This is most
probably because such a solution does not
exist, despite frequent claims to the contrary
by those advertising “accent reduction”
programs. In fact, researchers largely agree
that there is no quick fix (Derwing & Munro,
2005; Flege, Munro, & MacKay 1995; Thomson,
2011). At the same time, understanding what
research tells us about pronunciation learning
can lead to the development of tools that will
go a long ways toward making pronunciation
instruction easier, more effective, and more
accessible. English Accent Coach is an
example of a tool that attempts to bridge the
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gap between current research and practice. It
is not an all-in-one solution, by any means, but
it does make a proven technique accessible to
learners, and can therefore be a useful addition
to the pronunciation teacher’s toolbox.

SEGMENTALS VS. SUPRASEGMENTALS
Many teachers continue to debate whether
it is more important to teach segmentals (i.e.,
vowels and consonants) or suprasegmentals
(e.g., stress, rhythm and intonation, etc.). In
fact, both segmentals and suprasegmentals
are important for communication. However,
teacher beliefs and experiences often lead to
a focus on one over the other (Foote, Derwing
& Holtby, 2012). For example, many teachers
focus on segmentals, because they feel they
are easier to teach (Burgess and Spencer,
2000). Indeed, at least on the surface, there is
something more intuitive about explaining
how to produce a sound that can be both
heard and felt (e.g., how to make a ‘b’), than
suprasegmentals (e.g., how to produce word
stress and pitch), which can only be heard.
Ironically, despite being viewed as easier to
teach, segmentals seem to be very difficult for
students to learn using conventional methods.
One explanation for this is that materials for
teaching vowels and consonants typically take
a one-size-fits all approach, which does not
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work well when students come from a mix of
first language backgrounds and proficiency
levels (Thomson, 2011).
When it comes to the teaching of segmentals,
what is really needed is instruction aimed at
the needs of individual learners. English Accent
Coach is designed with this concern in mind.
As a result, it promotes easier and more rapid
learning of English vowels and consonants than
traditional approaches (Thomson, 2011, 2012).
The vowel and consonant games can be set to
address individual learners’ needs by allowing
selection from a range of difficulty levels. In
the case of consonants, the option to focus on
particular sound contrasts is also available.

KEY RESEARCH BEHIND ENGLISH
ACCENT COACH
A common misperception in pronunciation
instruction is that it should primarily focus
on articulation practice. While practice in
producing sounds is obviously important,
the underlying foundation of pronunciation
must be the accurate perception of English
sounds (see Flege et al., 1995). If learners
cannot accurately perceive English sounds,
they cannot easily learn how to produce them,
let alone monitor their own pronunciation.
Without the ability to perceive sounds, learners

Laboratory experiments have provided
some insight into how to promote faster
improvement in perception. For example,
we know that the use of multiple speakers in
training recordings is far more effective than
using only a single speaker’s voice (Logan,
Lively & Pisoni, 1991). Thus, English Accent
Coach currently comprises eight native
speaker voices, and will ultimately incorporate
at least 25 voices. Research also indicates that
frequent corrective feedback is important
to learning (Saito & Lyster, 2011), something
English Accent Coach also provides.
What English Accent Coach does not do is
provide feedback on learners’ articulation of
sounds. Thus, it is clearly a tool that can only
complement rather than replace the teacher.
Despite claims to the contrary, computers
cannot yet provide sufficiently accurate
feedback on oral production (see Thomson,
2011 for an overview); fortunately, teachers
can. There is also something ecologically more
appealing about having a real human listener
assess production, since the aim of learners is
to produce speech that is intelligible to human
listeners, not machines. English Accent Coach
should, therefore, be used in conjunction
with opportunities for students to practice
what they are learning in both controlled and
spontaneous speech activities. For controlled
contexts, learners can begin by mimicking
the sounds they hear during the game. In
my research, I have observed learners doing
just that – without being instructed to do so.
A human teacher is still needed, however,
to provide learners with accurate feedback
on their oral imitation. As learners’ ability
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would have to be taught how every single
word in the language is articulated, and then
remember how to pronounce them correctly
in spontaneous speech. In contrast, if learners
are able to accurately perceive sounds, they
can monitor their own pronunciation – a much
more realistic expectation.
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to perceive English sounds improves, they
will be able to autonomously monitor their
own speech. Although improvements in the
perception of English sounds through this
type of training has been found to transfer
to pronunciation, even in the absence of
explicit production practice (Thomson, 2011),
teachers can help promote more rapid transfer
to pronunciation, in more complex and
diverse contexts. Suggestions for doing so are
provided at the end of this article.

HOW ENGLISH ACCENT COACH WORKS
STEP 1: THE TOUR.
For learners or teachers who are unfamiliar
with the International Phonetic Alphabet, the
first place to start in English Accent Coach
is with the “Tour” link. Here you will have an
opportunity to click on the phonetic symbols
and see and hear example words that contain
the target sounds, including both vowels and
consonants (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. An example of a Tour page from
EnglishAccentCoach.com. Clicking on symbols
randomly plays words with target vowels in them.

SHARE ISSUE 4 2013

Figure 2. Vowel game parameter selection page.
After selecting parameters, click on “Begin session to
start game”.
STEP 2: THE VOWEL AND CONSONANT GAMES
After the learners feel they have a basic
understanding of the phonetic symbols used,
they should proceed to the game by clicking
on the “Play” link. Do not worry if a learner’s
understanding of the phonetic symbols is not
quite perfect. That will quickly come through
playing the actual game.

Upon clicking on the “Play” link, the user must
first choose whether to focus on vowels or
consonants. The learner will then be able to
choose how long the session should be (from
20 to 200 items), the level of difficulty, and the
number of incorrect guesses he or she can
make before the game will show the correct
answer (see Figure 2). For the consonant game,
the same parameters are available to the
learner, in addition to a choice of how many
consonants to focus on, and which ones.
The basic game procedure is always the same:
the learner will hear a syllable or word, and
must click on a phonetic symbol representing
the target sound they are practicing. This
could be as simple as indicating the vowel in
a single syllable (i.e., Vowels, Levels 1 and 2),
or as difficult as indicating the vowel in the
stressed syllable of a two-syllable word (i.e.,
Vowels, Level 8). If the learner makes a correct
choice, the game will proceed to the next
item (See Figure 3). If users make an incorrect
choice, the game will indicate the correct
answer, which they must then click on in order
to proceed to the next item (See Figure 4). The
game also includes a timer. Although a learner
may be quite accurate, improving the speed
of his or her responses should also promote
learning and retention.
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Figure 3. Vowel game page view. The learner clicked
on the correct symbol for the prompt played and
was told he or she was correct.

Figure 4. Vowel game page. The learner clicked on
the incorrect symbol for the prompt played and was
told he or she was incorrect. The learner must now
click on the red button to proceed to the next item.

STEP 3: TRACKING PROGRESS
After completing a game session, users will
receive a report card indicating their overall
score, their scores on individual sounds, and
the time elapsed (See Figure 5). It is generally
recommended to obtain at least 75% or higher
on particular sounds before attempting the
same sounds at more difficult level. If after
approximately ten sessions 75% accuracy is
not reached, and there does not appear to
be further improvement, then proceeding to
the next level is recommended. Ultimately, it
is a users’ choice when they want to proceed

to a more difficult level. The game only
provides recommendations, based on general
principles, and what is believed to be best for
learning. In order to track progress over time,
users can print each report card, or save it as
a pdf file to refer to later. Keep in mind that
even native speakers
often cannot achieve
a perfect score,
particularly for some
of the vowel levels.

There may be some confusion as to why, at
lower levels, the game uses syllables rather
than words. In fact, some users, particularly
native speakers, experience greater
difficulty identifying sounds in syllables
than in words. The design is deliberate. My
research (Thomson & Isaacs, 2009; Thomson
& Campagna, 2010) indicates that word
knowledge actually distorts perception. Thus,
sounds in words may seem clearer, and be
easier to identify, when in reality, the sounds
in those words may not be very prototypical
at all. Initially training with syllables prevents
even unconscious reliance on word
knowledge, and forces the user to instead use
real phonetic processes, which I believe more
closely replicates the mechanisms by which we
learned our first language. In Thomson (2012),
I demonstrate that adult immigrant language
learners are able to significantly change
both their perception and pronunciation of
English vowels as a result of just eight training
sessions. The learners in that study comprised
a group that previous research indicated
had largely stopped experiencing any
improvement in their pronunciation. Not only
did this type of training result in measurable
gains, there was also evidence that the
changes were permanent, as a test one month
after the completion of training indicated that
no learning had been lost.

Figure 5. Vowel report
card page. This learner
needs to continue
practicing, although he
or she is nearly ready to
progress to the next level.
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QUESTIONS ABOUT LEVELS AND
THE USE OF NON-WORD TRAINING
PROMPTS

There are many activities teachers can use to
bridge students from improved perception of
English sounds to improved pronunciation in
broader contexts. Some I suggest are:
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Create a chart of phonetic symbols
and have students identify vowels or
consonants from the chart in response to
new vocabulary items presented in the
ESL classroom.
Create a chart of phonetic symbols
and have students identify vowels or
consonants from the chart in response to
lists of words that contain sounds known
to be particularly problematic.
Have more advanced users of English
Accent Coach transcribe vocabulary lists
using the phonetic alphabet, then check
their answers against a dictionary. This
will raise their awareness about items
that they may have been previously
mispronouncing.
Give students a short listening activity
in the form of a single sentence, or even
multiple sentences, and ask them to
identify all words that contain a particular
sound.
Have students imitate the teacher as the
teacher produces the same nonsense
syllables used at particular levels of
English Accent Coach. Provide feedback
to students. I would recommend
using this activity after students have
demonstrated substantial improvement
at a certain level. Otherwise, they will not
be able to mimic the teacher, and may
therefore be reinforcing bad habits.
Present students with a list of phonetically
transcribed words and ask them to
practice producing them. After they have
shown improvement in reading, show
them pictures illustrating the same words
and have them practice saying them
without the written prompt.
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Undoubtedly, teachers will be creative and
design many more classroom activities and
homework assignments to go along with
English Accent Coach training. Assuming
students have access to a computer and the
internet, they might also be assigned more
English Accent Coach use as homework.
As noted above, learners will make steady
gains in just a few short sessions. Practicing for
5-10 minutes per day will pay major dividends
in just a short while.
Note: This article is based on a TESL Ontario
2011 workshop entitled: Using English Accent
Coach: A web-based Tutor. u
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SUGGESTIONS OF EXTRA ACTIVITIES TO
ACCOMPANY ENGLISH ACCENT COACH
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TAKING PRONUNCIATION
FURTHER WITH ORAL JOURNALS

BY JOANN CHERNEN

In the literature, oral journals are
known variously as audio journals, taped
journals, or oral dialogue journals. What
they all have in common is a back-and-forth
exchange of audio-recorded messages
between instructor and student. In a writing
program, student writing, instructor feedback,
and meaningful exchanges are recorded
in print for future reference, reflection, and
analysis. In a pronunciation or oral skills
program, however, student speech, instructor
feedback, and meaningful exchanges are often
transitory words that are difficult to capture
and recall for future reference, reflection, and
analysis. The oral journal is one way to archive
communication that is normally fleeting.
I began using oral journals as a technique in
my own teaching about 8 years ago within
the context of a content-based program of
instruction. When I first joined this program, I
had never read about oral journals being used,
nor did I know of anyone else using them.
As I began working with the journals, it
became apparent that the oral journal process
was popular with my students, particularly to
help them with pronunciation, an area I had
not set out to target. Since I began, I have
refined the procedure and not only continue
to use it as a teaching–learning tool, but have
instituted it as the cornerstone of a community
college pronunciation course for which I have
been project coordinator.
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After consistently receiving positive student
responses and results from oral journals, I
decided to explore possible reasons for these
reactions. This article provides a summary of
my findings, together with a brief overview of
oral journal use, particularly as practiced in the
Pronunciation Course in the English Language
Skills Department at Vancouver Community
College (VCC) in Canada.

Without exception, all commentary about the
potential benefits of oral journals for students
is extremely positive. Furthermore, almost all
of the methodological descriptions, regardless
of specific objectives or target audience,
identify the same three characteristics as being
the most valuable features:

Oral Journal Use in General
A comprehensive look at published and
Web-based literature turned up isolated and
incidental mention of oral journal use as a
supplementary instructional technique in a
variety of settings, including classes for teacher
education, oral skills, pronunciation, and
writing. Oral journals are being used for:

•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

avoiding convergence on first-language
(L1) pronunciation patterns and
characteristics (Walker, 2005)
critical reflection in content-based English
courses (Dantas-Whitney, 2002)
oral–aural expression and practice
(Hughes, 2001)
helping learners build confidence in their
spoken English (Bradford, 1995)
engendering teacher–student rapport
(Henry, 1994)
drawing attention to and correcting
errors in all, one, or any combination of
grammar, lexis, and pronunciation (Allan,
1991)

•

the provision of a non-threatening
environment for communication
individualized feedback
student–teacher rapport building

Oral journals are also described as timeconsuming for the instructor, however. I will
address this issue later in this paper, and I will
make specific suggestions about how they can
be made manageable for teachers.

CONTEXT
BACKGROUND
Five years ago, I was asked to develop a new
pronunciation course for intermediate- and
advanced-level students. When I conducted
my research, there were 545 full-time
equivalent students in the English Language
Skills department, the mandate of which
is to address the English-language needs
of adult immigrants in the community.
The development of a new course in this
department was in response to pressure to
raise the speaking standards for all English
language students.
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•

•
•

•

students with good proficiency who wish
to make further improvements in the area
of pronunciation and oral communication
in general
students who have significant articulation
difficulties, especially at the segmental level
students who tend to be highly
communicative but may not be good at
noticing and often have a rate of speech
that is too fast
students who lack confidence in their
speaking and listening ability, whether it
be real-time spontaneous encounters or
situations where preparation is possible.
As a result of their anxiety, speech is
unclear. Many of our students fall into this
last category

COURSE DESCRIPTION
The pronunciation course is approximately
24 weeks in duration, and students meet
once or twice a week for 3 or 4 hours. There
are typically six or seven different instructors
teaching one section of 18 students at any
one time. All instructors were trained by me.
They all use oral journals as the core teaching–
learning tool. Other key components of the
course include:

•
•
•
•

instruction in selected features of the
sound system of English
learner training and the promotion of
effective strategies for pronunciation and
oral skills development
fluency and delivery enhancement through
recorded oral presentations and analysis
authentic listening practice

A fundamental goal of the course,
underpinning all components, is to
increase student confidence in the use and
comprehension of spoken English.
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CURRICULUM, TASKS, MATERIALS
GENERAL PROCEDURE
The oral journal requires that students provide
a 2-minute recorded speech sample for the
instructor to listen to and evaluate in terms of
the level of intelligibility, or speech clarity. A
checklist for elements of clear speech appears
in Table 1.
A strong, confident voice
A moderate rate of speech
Pausing after tone units
Correct placement of word stress
Correct placement of nuclear stress
Careful articulation of consonants and
consonant clusters (especially those
consonants that fall within the realm of the
lingua franca core (LFC)
Careful articulation of vowels (vowel
quantity more than vowel quality)
Attention to word endings and linking
Table 1. Checklist for evaluating speech clarity
Students are encouraged to prepare the oral
journal ahead of time. If they are not using
their own words, they must be very familiar
with whatever text they have chosen to use.
That is, whether they are reading from a
prepared text or speaking extemporaneously
on a topic they have researched, students must
“own” the language. I have seen in our course
that even anxious students can do this. The
fluency of their delivery may suffer, but the
extensive preparation that the course requires
allows all students the opportunity to produce
speech that they control as their own. The fact
that they have 1 or 2 weeks to prepare works
greatly in their favor, and over time the lowstress atmosphere helps them improve as a
result of lowered anxiety.
My experience is that if students process
the oral journal ahead of time for grammar,
vocabulary, and organization of ideas, the

journal entry is significantly better. Students
themselves have consistently made the
observation that they think their speech is
better if they prepare, and appreciate the
benefits that arise in the areas of delivery
and fluency with rehearsed practice. Such
rehearsed practice is heavily endorsed
(Skehan, 1998, p. 119) not only for its ability
to encourage automaticity, but also because
it allows for noticing, a key requirement for
improvement.
Prior to collection of the audio recording by
the instructor, students are advised to listen
to their recording multiple times in an effort
to hone their ear by noticing and reflecting
upon areas for self-correction. They can then
rerecord if necessary.
TOPIC CHOICE
Students are free to choose topics, although
instructors may assign topics from time to
time. In all cases students are exhorted to
speak on something they care about. This is
extremely important because if they do not
care about what they are saying, delivery is
often flat. Sometimes students need direction
and motivation to help them decide on a topic
for the oral journal.
GIVING FEEDBACK
After the students’ recordings have been
collected, the instructor listens to each and
evaluates the language in terms of clear
speech. Once the instructor has finished
listening and taking notes, she makes an audio
recording of her comments, tailoring feedback
to individual student needs and goals. In
general, the instructor will attend to the
characteristics of clear speech listed in Table 1.
Positively Motivating Feedback
Because students are in need of more
confidence regarding their spoken English,
instructors make their commentary as
positively motivating as possible. That is,
teachers try to help students realize existing
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STUDENT PROFILE
In general, it would appear that there are four
different types of students who register in the
pronunciation class:

communication feature of oral journals. It
helps to develop a rapport between instructors
and students and can have a positive effect on
student confidence levels.

Negatively Motivating Feedback
The focus of the pronunciation course is clear
speech, not native speaker mimicry. Therefore,
instructors choose for commentary those
aspects of speech that have the greatest
impact on comprehensibility. That is, they try
to address only selected features of the sound
system of English. Narrowing the spectrum
of features for commentary also has the
additional benefit of easing the workload
involved in the feedback process.

ENCOURAGING SELF CORRECTION
Instructors find it very rewarding when they
listen to the recordings and hear students
self-correct, incorporate corrections, and
show evidence of increased awareness and
progress. They will comment on such things to
the students in order to build confidence and
help feed student motivation to continue to
self-monitor.

RAPPORT BUILDING
In addition to evaluative comments, the
instructor may also want to respond briefly
to the content in a conversational way,
asking questions or simply commenting.
This response reinforces the two-way

PROCESSING FEEDBACK
At my institution, instructors normally return
their recorded evaluations to students within
1 week via e-mail or by posting to a Web site.
Students are encouraged to listen repeatedly
to the feedback in an effort to further analyze
instructor comments and then practice in
accordance with suggestions. In the case of the

virtual exchange of recordings, students will
usually transfer recordings to such personal
listening devices as iPods and MP3 players.
Ultimately, the goal is for students to develop
increased awareness of their own speech and
their ability to self-monitor and self-correct, thus
becoming more autonomous in their learning.
Sometimes improvements noted in student
speech are small such as when a student pays
obvious attention to articulation of /v/ and
/w/. Other times the improvements noted are
greater: a student begins to curb the overuse
of upward-rising intonation contours or begins
to show instances of self-correction on the /l/
and r/ confusion. Other improvements include
making an obvious effort to pause after
thought groups, or beginning to inject more
feeling into speaking as evidenced by a greater
intonation range and more effective use of
accentual stress.

REFLECTIONS
INVESTIGATING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF
ORAL JOURNALS
To further investigate the perceived
effectiveness of oral journals, I gathered data
from 61 students studying in the 2006 winter
term of the pronunciation course in the English
Language Skills Department at VCC through
focus groups and a detailed questionnaire.
Discussion of the Survey Results
The oral journal attribute most valued
by students was receiving individualized
feedback and correction. Given the intensity
of affective concerns over one’s voice and
pronunciation, the instructional challenge lies
in finding a safe, non-threatening way to offer
personalized feedback. It would appear, given
the overwhelming endorsement shown for
correction and feedback in the questionnaire
results, that oral journals satisfy this challenge.
An Integrated Approach Paradigm
The students’ perception that oral journals are
an effective teaching–learning tool and lead to
clearer speech is significant. To determine why
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strengths with regard to intelligibility, thus
serving to validate accents and the linguistic
reality of English as an international language
or a lingua franca.

Affective Involvement
It would appear that the oral journal technique
as described in this chapter provides students
with the all-important safe zone needed for
more confident self-expression and processing
of error correction. The value of this attribute
cannot be overestimated, as increased
confidence often has the happy consequence
of increased speaker comprehensibility
generated by a stronger voice and slower,
more relaxed speech. Having a human
connection, the instructor, not a disembodied
voice as exists on a commercial tape or
computer program, is also important for the
student on the affective level.
Cognitive Involvement
At the level of intellectual and cognitive
involvement the oral journal succeeds first by
satisfying the student’s desire for correction.
Furthermore, students can train their ear and
hone their ability to self-correct by repeatedly
listening to the voice of their instructor as
compared to their own voice. The fact that the
oral journals are archived is also helpful from
a cognitive point of view by allowing students
to self-monitor and track their own progress
through comparisons with earlier recordings.
Physical Involvement
With oral journals, the student can replay
instructor models again and again. In this way,

SHARE ISSUE 4 2013

the oral journal allows for intensive imitative
practice opportunities and engagement of the
student at the physical level.

ORAL JOURNALS IN USE: CONCERNS
AND SUGGESTIONS

of time spent on the oral journal process. One
instructor reported that the most helpful hint
was to listen to the student recording only
once. In general, repeated listenings should
be avoided to save time and avoid overly
critical responses.

Instructors at my college have found oral
journals to be highly effective for helping
students develop clear speech. There is a
perception, however, that oral journals are
extremely time-consuming and labor intensive
for the instructor. To inform this aspect of my
investigation, I interviewed eight different
instructors about their experiences with oral
journals over the course of a 3-month term.

Recently, as another time-saving measure, I
have begun asking students for oral journal
entries that are 1½ minutes in duration as
opposed to 2 minutes, and have found the
length to be more than adequate for the
exercise. Additionally, I am experimenting with
peer feedback by having students exchange
recordings and offer feedback to each other.

TIME CONSUMING
Initially, all of the instructors reported that they
felt overwhelmed by the prospect of the work
involved in listening and recording feedback
to an average per class of 18 different students.
All of the instructors, however, commented
that with practice the time they needed to
listen, analyze sound features of student
speech, and offer constructive feedback
decreased significantly. They discovered that
8 minutes per student entry was sufficient. For
the instructors to be able to listen and respond
within 6–8 minutes, they had to overcome a
number of hurdles. These obstacles included:

•
•
•
•

not knowing what to say to the student
not being able to pinpoint the
pronunciation issue
not being happy with their response as
instructors and needing to record again
needing to script feedback before
recording because of uncertainty

The number-one hurdle for instructors to
overcome, however, was their inclination
to correct every mistake, grammar and
vocabulary included. Once instructors
narrowed their focus to select features of
pronunciation and aspects of delivery, there
was an immediate reduction in the amount

Finally, I think it is helpful if instructors remind
themselves that the type of feedback they
are giving is rare for the student to receive,
and thus is highly valued and appreciated.
Not often are students given commentary
on their individual strengths and weaknesses
in pronunciation and oral skills. Therefore,
instructors need to remember that a little can
go a long way.
LABOR INTENSIVE
While it is true that time expenditure can be
effectively dealt with, there is no escaping the
fact that listening to oral journals to analyze
and offer constructive feedback is focused
work that requires concentrated attention
from the instructor. Even so, the instructors
at my institution reported a high level of
satisfaction with oral journals due to the
exceedingly positive student response and the
results that they see their students achieve.
TECHNOLOGICAL CONCERNS
Sometimes instructors worry about students
being able to secure the use of a computer for
listening and recording purposes. In reply to
this concern, I tell teachers to encourage their
students to purchase some form of technology
that will allow them to listen to and record
language. In the rare circumstance that the
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they find the technique effective necessitates
a closer look at the findings that showed a
consensus opinion of 60% or greater. My
examination reveals that highly prized attributes
of the oral journal fall into different categories –
categories which, interestingly, mirror the three
pillars of Morley’s (1995) integrated approach
paradigm: affective involvement, cognitive
involvement, and physical involvement.
Although Morley’s description of her approach is
more than a decade old, I feel she has captured
the essence of effective pronunciation teaching
and learning.

In circumstances where there is no audio
laboratory, the instructor could set up a
recording station outside of the classroom that
students could take turns visiting to record an
oral journal entry.

CONCLUSION
Oral journals have been avoided for too
long by ESOL instructors teaching speaking,
largely because of the claim that they
are too time consuming. In this chapter, I
attempted to show teachers that this claim
is not valid. Adjustments can be made to
ensure the manageability of oral journals.
ESOL educators should reconsider oral
journals because they are versatile and able
to effectively address the three different levels
deemed so important for adult learners in the
advancement of pronunciation and oral skills:
the affective level, the cognitive level, and
the physical level. Additionally, oral journals
are effective for teaching speaking because
they simultaneously anchor pronunciation
instruction and learning within meaningful
and authentic contexts, the hallmarks of
current best practice in language teaching, no
matter the domain.u
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THE EXERCISE IS NOT
THE GAME: SOME
MISUNDERSTANDINGS ABOUT
WRITING ACADEMIC ENGLISH

BY BRETT REYNOLDS

In soccer, coaches will put orange
cones on the ground and ask players to dribble
the ball around them. This is supposed to
improve their footwork and speed, but nobody
believes that the purpose of this drill is to get
better at dribbling around cones. Everybody
understands that the purpose is a transfer of
skills to a similar but different situation in a real
soccer game.
Things are not so clear when it comes to
the teaching of writing. It’s pretty typical
for writing textbooks and writing teachers
to make claims like: “There are two ways of
organizing a compare/contrast essay: the
common traits method or the similarities/
differences method” (Soles, 2009, p. 56). Some
of them might admit that there are many ways
but then present “two of the most common”
or something similar. What students typically
understand from this is: this is how you play
the game; this is how you write an essay.
Here’s what we really mean (or should mean):
When students are practicing to be better
writers, sometimes following a formula or
copying a structure is a useful exercise. This
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simplifies things for them by allowing them
to focus on certain elements and ignore
others. Don’t confuse the exercise with the
game though. It’s not common for academics,
journalists, bloggers, or other self-directed
writers to produce five-paragraph compare/
contrast essays using “the similarities/
differences method.” Neither should this be
students’ goal. Some of us tell students that it’s

wrong to start a sentence with and or to use
I, and we instruct students to use a semicolon
before words like however. This confuses
students, and it confuses some teachers too.
Although there are clear grammar rules in
English (e.g., it’s she went not she goed, and it’s
I saw him, not I him saw), many of the “rules”
writing academic English aren’t really rules.
When we say, “don’t begin a sentence with
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NUMBER OF PARAGRAPHS AND
SUPPORTING IDEAS
Many folks believe that an essay has five
paragraphs and three main ideas. In fact, it is
rare to find a five-paragraph essay outside of a
writing class. Essays can have many paragraphs
or very few. Five is just a convenient number
born of practical limitations. If students feel
comfortable writing five-paragraphs essays,
then that’s fine, but if their ideas are best
explained in four paragraphs or sixteen, then
they should have the opportunity to change
the number of paragraphs, not their points.
Similarly, there’s nothing magic about the
number three. An essay with one strong point
expertly developed is better than one with
three weak points. Set your students fiveparagraph practices, if you must, but let them
write other essays too.

Contemporary American English have more
than doubled their use of n’t since the early
1990s (Davies, 2008–). Students should be free
to used them judiciously.

USE OF FIRST OR SECOND PERSON
Many people believe that you can’t use I or you
in academic writing. Again, this is untrue. Many
academic papers and books use I and the
Online Writing Lab, which many teachers refer
their students to says,
Although you may have been told that
“I” is never used in academic writing,
that is not true. It is okay to use it, but
only if the “I” is a vital part of the thing
that is being discussed. (Cimasko, 2012)
In general, your students are unlikely to
convince you or other readers merely by
relating their opinions (e.g., In my opinion, we
should…). But there are times when it is useful
or even important for the reader to know
about the writer.
Use of you is similar. It’s about half as common
as I (Davies, 2008–), but it’s far from absent.
Students should be aware of this and able to
write without using it, but they should also be
allowed to make their own choices.

USE OF CONTRACTIONS AND N’T

OLD-FASHIONED ENGLISH

Have you heard that you can’t use contractions
and n’t1 in academic writing. This actually
is close to true. In published academic
writing, they are used, but they are much less
common than forms without apostrophes. In
conversation, we use contractions more than
50% of the time, and n’t almost 100% of the
time. In academic writing those numbers are
about 1–5% of the time (Biber, Johansson,
Leech, Conrad, & Finegan, 1999, pp. 1128–
1132). It is, however, becoming more frequent
all the time. Academic articles in the Corpus of

Today, most people don’t wear a bow tie
unless they are at a very formal event like a
wedding. Bow ties are out of style. The same
can be said for semicolons. They were very
fashionable about 200 years ago, but today,
they’re not a big part of a modern writing style.
If students wish to dress up their writing, then
a semicolon might be the right way to do it,
but there is never a situation where they have
to use one, and too many of them will make
their writing look terribly unfashionable.

The same goes for whom. The only place where
that pronoun is common in modern writing is
after fronted prepositions (e.g., the man with
whom you came.) Otherwise, most people use
who for both subject and object functions.

FANBOYS
Many students have heard that for, and,
nor, but, or, yet, and so (FANBOYS) are the
coordinating conjunctions in English and that
you have to put a comma before them. They
aren’t and you don’t (Reynolds, 2011). The
coordinators are and, but, and or. The one that
most often has a comma before it is but, which
follows a comma about 50% of the time in
academic writing, while and is only preceded
by a comma about 25% of the time and or only
about 17% of the time.

“CONJUNCTIONS”
We’ve all been told not to use “conjunctions”2
such as and at the beginning of a sentence.
While it is true that these are less common
in academic writing than in other types of
writing, it is very common to find them. For
example, about 10% of buts in academic
writing come at the beginning of a sentence
(Davies, 2008–). Starting a sentence with
because is another issue. Sentences like
because he was young, he had trouble finding
work are fine, but sentences like because he
was young are considered incomplete and
non-standard. They are extremely rare in
academic writing.
Some people believe that you can only use
and once per sentence. This is simply untrue.
In a coordination, and can come before the last
item (e.g., big, bad, and ugly.) But a sentence
can have more than one coordination (e.g.,
they’re big, bad, and ugly, and they’re my friends.)

Examples of contractions are ’ll, ’s, ’ve, etc. These differ from n’t, which is historically a contraction but has become a negative inflectional suffix for auxiliary verbs
(Zwicky & Pullum, 1983).
1

2

Many linguists avoid this term now using instead COORDINATORS and SUBORDINATORS (e.g., Huddleston, 1984).
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and,” we are asking students, as an exercise to
practice writing without sentence–initial and.
This is the practice, not the game. But we
spend so much time practicing and so little
time playing the game that sometimes we and
our students confuse the two, with the result
that a number of misconceptions have firmly
taken root. So, if you’ll allow me to stretch and
mix my metaphors just a bit more, it’s time to
weed the playing field.

Many books and teachers recommend or even
insist on brainstorming and outlines. For some,
these can be valuable writing strategies. But
there simply isn’t a lot of evidence that these
steps are always, or even usually, an effective
use of time. Your students should try these
strategies, but if they don’t find them helpful,
they should not be forced to use them.

CONCLUSION
Too often teachers and the textbooks we use
tell students not to do x in academic English
or to be sure to do y for the wrong reasons.
We forget that we are setting them an exercise
and instead present our contrived rules as facts
about how academic English is written. Drills
and exercises are useful, but students should
be allowed the freedom to play the game and
write with all the flexibility that experts and
professionals do. u
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EXPLORING LEARNER
AUTONOMY ACROSS VARIOUS
ESL CONTEXTS

BY CHRIS WHARTON
INTRODUCTION

This article is akin to one you might find in
conference proceedings as the ideas contained
in this article were presented as a workshop
at the ATESL Conference in 2012. Afterwards,
I felt the ideas and discussion generated from
the workshop were worth SHARING with the
larger TESL Canada membership. Hopefully
you’ll agree.
A high degree of autonomy is arguably
something all ESL teachers would like their
learners to ultimately attain. However, defining
learner autonomy and encouraging it in our
learners are complicated tasks. When I asked
workshop participants to define learner
autonomy in their teaching context, I received
a variety of answers (see Table 1 for a ranked
list of responses).

Figure 1
The responses were somewhat predictable as
they echo the perceptions held by many ESL
teachers. In fact, all the definitions in Table

RANK

DEFINITION

NUMBER OF RESPONSES

1

Responsibility for learning

15

2

Initiative/motivation

7

3

Independence

6

4

Self perception

5

5

Confidence

4

6

Strategies and resources

2

7

Lifelong learning

2

8

After foundational skills

1

1 were encountered during my literature
review for a book chapter I wrote in 2012 on
learner autonomy. When I put the complete
text from my chapter into Wordle (www.
wordle.net), I was surprised to see what was at
the centre of the output (see Figure 1). I was
expecting to see “motivation”, “responsibility”,
or “independence”, but it makes sense that the
students need to be at the centre of any jaunt
into exploring learner autonomy.
This article will present three areas related to
achieving learner autonomy in a variety of
ESL venues across Canada: learners teaching
learners, peer editing, and service learning.

Table 1
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The idea of having learners teach their
classmates is not a novel concept. In fact, many
educators would agree that the best way to
learn is to teach. When asked, the workshop
participants provided some examples of
learners teaching learners (see Table 2).

communication, understanding/accuracy, and
confidence in her learners. She concluded,
“thinking about teaching seemed to bring
about a greater awareness of learning” (p. 228).
In an effort to replicate Assinder’s findings,
Spratt and Leung (2000) attempted to have

RANK

EXAMPLES

NUMBER OF RESPONSES

1

Teach classmates “how to” do something (e.g., a
new recipe, format a MS Word document, etc.)

4

2

Give short instructional individual/group presentations (e.g., present new idioms, explain grammar points, describe morning routines, explain a
unique skill, give directions, etc.)

4

3

Research a news article, present it, make up comprehension questions, and quiz the class (or lead a
discussion)

3

4

Project-based learning

1

5

Use flashcards in pairs and coach each other

1

6

Peer editing

1

Table 2
Having learners teach other learners does not fit
every teaching context and will likely meet with
varying degrees of success depending on the
proficiency level, classroom dynamics, learning
purpose/goals, etc. However, none of these is a
valid excuse for not experimenting with it.
In Australia, Assinder (1991) had 12 English for
Academic Purposes (EAP) students (lower to
upper-intermediate) prepare lessons based
on current news events. The objective of the
course was to equip learners to succeed in
their further education and to provide general
global knowledge expected of most Australian
high school graduates. The class was divided
into two groups of six, and the learners were
given two full classes to prepare a one-hour
lesson for the other group. According to
Assinder, the learners became “experts” and
led the class masterfully. The entire experience
was considered a “resounding success” and
“overwhelmingly positive” (p. 220). Assinder
(1991) believed the experience increased
motivation, participation/responsibility, real
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their English for Specific Purposes (ESP)
learners (intermediate to upper-intermediate)
teach their peers at Hong Kong Polytechnic
University. The fourth-year undergraduate
students were all studying “Legal and
Documentary English” focusing on social issues
and legalese. There were more learners in this
experiment than Assinder’s; in fact, there were
three groups (17-19 students in each group)
taught by three different teachers. The results
were “much less positive than Assinder’s”
(Spratt & Leung, 2000, p. 218). The conclusions
for why the exercise was not successful were
that the workload was too heavy, there was
an overall lack of motivation, and students
were too busy job-hunting. In addition, the
student-led presentations lacked variety in
both content and delivery. The failure of their
attempt with learners teaching learners points
to the fact that experimenting with autonomy
is very context-dependent with an array of
external variables affecting the outcomes.
If comparing the contexts of the previous two
experiments was like apples and oranges, then

the next case could be labeled a watermelon.
Last year, I described my own experiment with
learner autonomy in some detail (Wharton,
2012). The lessons took place in an English
conversation school (eikaiwa) in Japan.
The participants were four middle-aged
women who had been studying with me for
several years. They were primarily studying
to maintain their English levels (upperintermediate to advanced). The learners took
turns running one-hour lessons every week for
a month (i.e., one lesson each; four lessons in
total). The experiment was a success. Through
researching and preparing, delivering the
lessons, and reflecting on the experience,
the learners acknowledged that they gained
a deeper understanding of the content,
developed better computer skills, and gained
confidence in leading discussions in English.

PEER EDITING
When I first experimented with peer editing
years ago, I did not put a lot of thought into
the underlying pedagogy. I simply instructed
my learners to exchange their essays with
a partner and “just edit it”. Obviously, this
led to confusion and resulted in a lackluster
classroom activity. Since then, I have had the
opportunity to talk with other ESL teachers
about how they set up peer editing sessions in
their classrooms. The most important concept
I took from the discussions was to define
peer editing early on for the learners (i.e., a
focus on content rather than a focus on form)
and provide some direction with a checklist
of things to look for (e.g., a strong thesis
statement, valid primary supporting details, a
gripping conclusion, etc.).
Armed with the knowledge and suggestions
from my peers, I felt comfortable leading
my classes in peer editing. Students seemed
satisfied and their confidence was increasing.
Fortunately, however, I received the following
comment from a student:
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LEARNERS TEACHING LEARNERS

4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Just a feedback from the peer editing
a while ago. In my opinion, it is a great
tool for us students to not only practice
writing but also reading (it makes us
keen.). However, it is not beneficial
unless everyone puts the same effort.
You are very helpful to go around and
check us but the time is not enough. I
don’t know what I’m trying to say (or
how to solve my dilemma.. =) ) but I
guess you get what I mean. [“Steve”] &
I just exchanged our papers instead. I
will try my best on my assignment, your
corrections are valuable.
The learner’s feedback was invaluable, and it
made me wonder how many other students
felt the same way. This led me to survey
learners in the English Language Foundations
(ELF) Program at SAIT Polytechnic to find out
what they thought.
I was fortunate to get 137 learners across nine
reading/writing EAP classes and four levels,
ranging from Canadian Language Benchmark
(CLB) 4 to 7, to respond to a survey adapted
from Mangelsdorf (1992), which focused on
the value and usefulness learners take away
from the peer editing process.
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Overall, 70% of respondents found peer
editing valuable; however, the higher
proficiency levels seemed to find it more
valuable. Only 50% of level 1 students found
it valuable, but the percentage increased to
69% for level 2 students. Level 3 students were
about the same at 70%, increasing to 75% for
level 4 students.
When asked to define peer editing, 62% of
respondents wrote “feedback, comments,
and suggestions”. Only 22% indicated that the
purpose of peer editing is to “correct mistakes”.
Overall, learners thought peer editing was
worthwhile; however, some learners were
skeptical of their classmates’ advice. Most still
preferred getting feedback from the teacher.
After putting the survey results together, the
findings were presented in a poster session
at ATESL Conference 2011. During my poster
session, I met many teachers who provided
quality feedback and numerous suggestions.
From the survey and the resulting discussions, I
was able to put together some general advice:
1.
2.

Define peer editing early in the process
Stress that both the reviewer and the
reviewee benefit from peer editing (the
reviewer gains confidence in providing

Recently, I started putting my learners into
groups of four. The learners get 10 minutes
to read an essay and 10 minutes to discuss
the essay. Therefore, the whole process takes
almost 90 minutes. Feedback from the learners
has been very positive. Below is a learner’s
comment that is representative of most of the
comments collected:
About the group editing, it was really
helpful that 3 people previewed my
essay because I found lots of problems
that I haven’t realized but had to change.
However, for me, I was a little scared of
giving feedback from 3 people at once. It
was like criticism not advice. I really liked
the 3 people editing tho!

SERVICE LEARNING
Moving from an English as a Foreign Language
(EFL) context (Japan) to an English as a Second
Language (ESL) venue like Canada in 2011
was a refreshing change for me. The biggest
difference between an EFL and an ESL context
is the heterogeneous classroom and the
environment that envelops the learners after
class is over. ESL learners are in an Englishspeaking country, so the opportunities to
use their English must abound, right? Well, I
thought so, but it shocked me to hear from
many of my learners that once they left class,
they went home or to work where many of
them would not use English again until class
the next day.
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3.

feedback, and the reviewee gains
confidence in showing their work and gets
valuable suggestions for improvement)
Remind learners that the teacher will not
be there when English class is over
Provide learners with an editing checklist
Set a time limit
Match learners fairly (e.g., same
proficiency, same level of interest, etc.)
Pair learners with different first languages
if possible
Use different colored pens and encourage
learners to write many comments

After the conference, many of the volunteers
asked when they could volunteer again, but
the initiative to find volunteer placements
varied. A few learners found their own
volunteer opportunities; others applied for
paid part-time positions at their institutions.
However, others did not attempt to find any
volunteer positions on their own. This led me
to conclude that a volunteer component in the
curriculum could be valuable.
During my first presentation on learner
autonomy, an instructor from Bow Valley
College informed us of a program the college
offers, which includes service learning. The
program is called “English for Academic
Purposes”. The objective of the volunteer
component is to help learners develop soft
skills and take advantage of the huge variety
of learning experiences available beyond the
classroom. Overall, learners generally find the
experience useful and empowering. Learners
who go through the course find they feel
more connected to Canadian society and
their English confidence has improved. Most
learners are recent immigrants in their 20’s – 50’s
from a variety of countries and professional
backgrounds (F. Lucchini & K. Coad, personal
communication, January 8, 2013).
In defining service learning, Heuser (1999)
acknowledges that there is a “widespread
proliferation of terms and definitions” out
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there (p. 55). After a thorough literature review,
Heuser selected Jacoby’s (1996, p. 5) definition
of service learning: “a form of experimental
education in which students engage in
activities that address human and community
needs together with structured opportunities
designed to promote student learning and
development.” This is also the definition that
best describes my vision.
In their extensive review of the literature,
Eyler, Giles, Stenson, and Gray (2001) found
that service learning has “a positive effect
on student personal development such as
sense of personal efficacy, personal identity,
spiritual growth, and moral development”
as well as “a positive effect on interpersonal
development and the ability to work well with
others, leadership and communication skills”
(p. 1). Although Eyler et al. (2001) acknowledge
that the effect on GPA and cognitive moral
development has been somewhat mixed
in the literature, “students or faculty report
that service-learning improves students’
ability to apply what they have learned in
‘the real world’” (p. 3), and “service-learning
participation has an impact on such academic
outcomes as demonstrated complexity of
understanding, problem analysis, critical
thinking, and cognitive development” (p. 4).

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, learner autonomy can be
defined and realized in a variety of ways;
consequently, it is very context-dependent.
The best way to discover what works in your
context is to experiment with a variety of
activities and be tenacious in your search. u

Heuser, L. (1999). Service-learning as a pedagogy to
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Jacoby, B. (1996). Service-learning in today’s higher
education. In B. Jacoby & Associates (Eds.), Servicelearning in higher education (pp. 3-25). San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Mangelsdorf, K. (1992). Peer reviews in the ESL
composition classroom: What do students think? ELT
Journal, 46, 274-284.
Spratt, M., & Leung, B. (2000). Peer teaching and peer
learning revisited. ELT Journal, 54 (3), 218-226.
Wharton, C. (2012). Realizing autonomy in a Japanese
eikaiwa classroom: Learners teaching learners. In K. Irie
& A. Stewart (Eds.), Realizing autonomy: Practice and
reflection in language education contexts (pp. 3348). New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
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The ATESL Conference 2011 was coming
up in Calgary, so it seemed like the perfect
opportunity to get ESL students involved
outside the classroom. We recruited over 50
student volunteers from various ESL institutes
across Calgary. Some volunteers stuffed bags
before the conference, and others were put to
work during the conference. We had a student
volunteer assigned to every presentation.
The idea was to have learners introduce
themselves to the presenter(s) ahead of time
and offer assistance. Then, the learners were
to introduce the presenter(s) to the audience.
Imagine ESL learners using English in front of a
large audience of mostly ESL teachers!
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SEX EDUCATION IN ESL CLASSES?

BY CATHERINE EVASHUK

There are hundreds of reasons why
Sexual Health Education should be taught in
ESL classes. Here I present the top ten reasons.

THE TOP TEN REASONS:
10. Everyone has the right to know about
how their body works.
9. Sexual education teaches health, science
and safety.
8. Sex education can potentially save a life.
7. Many students studying ESL in Canada
did not get any sex education in their
home countries.
6. People who speak English as an
Additional Language are especially
vulnerable to sexual harassment and
sexual abuse.
5. Talking about taboo topics can be easier
in a second language.
4. Sex education is full of confusing
euphemisms.
3. Teaching sexual health can inspire you
to expand your horizons and develop
professionally in a much needed area of
education.
2. Believe it or not, teaching sexual health
can be fun.
The #1 reason why sexual health should be
taught in ESL classes is because the lesson plans
and materials (with answer keys!) are readily
available for you to use on Monday morning!
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Also available are materials for student selflearning. The teacher only needs to contact me
to get access to the material and make enough
copies for students.

RECOMMENDATIONS:
One recommendation I can make is that it is
important to practice how and what to teach
regarding sexual health education before teaching
it in class. Saying a word related to sex that makes
you uncomfortable 50 times in private before
saying it in front of a class is something that you
can do to become more comfortable.

Another thing to consider before teaching
is body language. As in any ESL lesson, hand
actions are useful, but when teaching sexual
health content teachers must make sure not to
point to their body parts while teaching. Some
students might find it embarrassing or rude.
Teachers need to use pictures, handouts or
drawings on the board.
Another suggestion is to expect many giggles
and minimal eye contact. Laughter is needed
to ease the tension and minimal eye contact
is common because of the lack of comfort
around sexual health.
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Here are the steps once a teacher is ready to
teach sexual health.
Step #1. Get comfortable with the topic. One
does not need to be 100% comfortable in
order to teach sexual health. Remember how
nervous you were the first time you taught ESL,
or drove a car?
Step #2. Make sure you go over the lesson
plan and materials in detail. Sexual health
is not something that can easily be found
in ESL books so it is important that you
get comfortable with the material before
walking into the classroom. The material that I
created gives detailed lesson plans, handouts,
illustrations and answer keys to make it easier
to use in class and to encourage teachers to
use it, but one should review it beforehand and
also review the Frequently Asked Questions
and Overview provided with the lesson plans.
Each lesson plan has a warm up, lesson, wrap
up, exercise (such as comprehension checking
questions or vocabulary teaching) and an
answer key.
Step #3. Before the actual lesson it is important
to establish ground rules. Doing this makes
the students feel more relaxed and creates a
better space for learning by briefly explaining
the concept of confidentiality. Examples of
ground rules are sentences such as “I will listen
respectfully” and “I can say ‘pass’ if I don’t want
to answer”. There are more details on this step in
the overview section and in each lesson plan.
Step #4. Teach the lesson. There is a wide
range of topics, materials, skills and levels,
including basic levels. For example, there is
a lesson plan (with illustrations and answer
keys) on female and male anatomy. Another
lesson is about different methods of birth
control. Another lesson involves Pap tests,
Mammograms and other sexual health
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screening tests. Other lessons are about
making an appointment for a Pap test and
what to keep in mind before going for a
Mammogram or a prostate check.
Step #5. After teaching a sexual health lesson it
is important to debrief. The step of debriefing
should not be skipped. During the wrap up it
is important to acknowledge that this lesson
might have been difficult for students (and the
teacher!) because sexual health is not usually
talked about, especially in an ESL class. It is also
a good time to remind everyone that in sexual
health lessons one is teaching health, science
and safety.
Step #6. Teachers should give themselves a
pat on the back for trying something nonconventional in class and expanding their
horizons and probably their students’ horizons
too. Students will always remember this lesson.

CATHERINE EVASHUK
Catherine Evashuk
is the winner of the
TCF’s 2011 “AIDS and
Health Education
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her to write lesson
plans, materials
and a guide for incorporating sexual health
education in ESL classes. She has more than
20 years of ESL/EFL classroom experience, has
an MA in TESL and a BA in TEFL. In 2010 she
became a Certified Sexual Health Educator.
http://www.abcsofsexeducation.com/
Please email Catherine Evashuk for free materials
and lesson plans at evashuk@gmail.com

One last tip. When answering students’
questions about sexual health it is very
important to validate their concern. By simply
saying ‘that’s a good question’ or ‘many people
wonder about that too’ before answering it or
finding the answer together, it gives students
the confidence to ask more and learn more.
In keeping with the theme of this newsletter,
I hope this article and the lesson plans and
materials that I have created inspires you expand
your horizons and develop professionally in a
much needed area of education.
I am grateful to have been awarded TCF’s AIDS
and Health Education Grant because it allowed
me to develop a much needed project of
sexual health education materials to be used in
various ESL communities. This project includes
a variety of lesson plans and self-learning
materials for student access and instructions
on how to use them in class. u
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STEPS:
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MUSICAL VISIONS
BY PHIL KEEGAN

This is a simple classroom activity
which can produce excellent results. It works
on the principle that music reacts on the
emotional part of the brain, regardless of
whether you like the music or not. In fact, an
adverse reaction to a piece of music can be
just as useful in the language classroom as a
positive reaction.
You need to select 5 or 6 instrumental pieces
of music. Pretty much anything is fine, but
variety is important. You are only going to play
each piece for around 60 – 120 seconds, so it
should be expressive in some way.
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Start the lesson by getting the students to
relax. This is especially important if you are
teaching the fourth or fifth lesson of the day,
or if the students have just had a maths test,
or you are teaching an evening class of adults
who have just arrived from work and so on.
You can do some light stretching exercises
and then ask them to sit in their chairs and
breathe slowly through the abdomen (Breathe
in ….2,3,4, 5….breathe out…2,3, 4, 5…..and
repeat several times). They really need to feel
safe and comfortable in the classroom for this
activity to work.

Now ask the students to take out a blank sheet
of paper (or give out a blank sheet) and make
sure they have something to write with. The
paper really should be blank, not the bottom
half of an already used page. Tell them that you
are going to play short pieces of music and
that you want them to close their eyes while
the music is playing.
Play the first piece. I suggest you start with
something gentle, maybe something classical
or new age, and let it play for around 60 – 80
seconds. Stop the piece by slowly drawing
down the volume, and then ask the students
to note down whatever came into their head
while the music was playing. It doesn’t matter
how or even in which language they note it
down, they should just do it quickly, in about
40 or 50 seconds. Repeat this process 5 or
6 times with different pieces of music. As I
already mentioned, choose variety; some
rock, some jazz, some jazz rock, some Irish
or Scottish folk, some new age, some avant
garde, some classical, some electronica, some
world music….basically anything actually, as
long as there is variety. However, the music
should be instrumental. No words.
After playing 5 or 6 pieces, put the students
into groups and ask them to talk about what
they noted down. These discussions are usually
very fruitful and interesting. At this stage I
monitor, input vocabulary, give feedback as
appropriate and so on.
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This is an extremely simple activity. It requires
no handouts, no photo-copying and there are
no worksheets or exercises and no right or
wrong answers. Just allow your students to let
their minds roam and talk about what they see.
It’s creative, it’s fun and it provokes meaningful
discussion.

•

SUGGESTIONS FOR MUSIC

•

•
•

•

•

You can ask the students to focus on their
notes from one of the pieces and write
something about it, for example a story, a
descriptive text, a poem and so on.
You can ask the students to find someone
in class who had a similar reaction to one
of the pieces and to co-operate on writing
a text about it.
You could also ask these students to make
mini-presentations of their reactions to a
particular piece.
You can ask the students, alone or in pairs,
to make some kind of visual depiction
of what came into their minds while
listening to a particular piece. They can
then display this on the wall in class and
everyone can mill around, looking at the
depictions and talking and speculating
about them.
If you have kinaesthetic learners and/or
young learners, you can ask the students
to physically display their emotional
reaction to the music.
You can ask the students to find someone
who had a very different reaction to a
piece and for them to try to find out why
their reactions were so different (cultural
background? Age difference? Something
else? No obvious reason? It doesn’t really
matter what it is; it is the process of trying
to find out that is important). They could
then present their findings to the class.
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The following artists and composers are the
ones I use for this and other activities involving
instrumental music, but I strongly recommend
you use your own ideas.
Jazz rock: Pat Methany, Lee Ritenour

PHIL KEEGAN
Phil Keegan is the Director of Studies at
Katherine and King’s College of London,
having previously worked as a teacher and/or
teacher trainer in France, Germany, the USA,
Turkey, the UK, Malaysia and Austria. He is the
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in 2009 in the USA. Phil can be contacted at
Email: phil.keegan@kkcl.org.uk
This article first appeared in IATEFL Voices:
May - June 2012 Issue 226. TESL Canada thanks
IATEFL for permission to include this article in

Classical: Mahler, especially the third and fifth
symphonies;

the 2013 issue of SHARE.

Gaelic folk: Altan; Shooglenifty; The Poozies
New Age: Rick Wakeman; David Sylvian
Avant Garde: Gyorgy Ligeti
String music: Arvo Pärt; The Ahn Trio; Steve
Bingham u
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I usually conduct a class round up, inviting
students to share with the whole class and I
find that the students also enjoy hearing what
I associate with the different pieces. It is quite
okay to end the activity after this phase but
there are also quite a lot of follow up activities
that can be done. For example:
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TEACHING USING SKYPE

BY SUSAN PURCELL

Once upon a time a one-to-one
language lesson meant that student and
teacher had to live close to one another.
Nowadays, thanks to Skype and webcams,
location is not an issue. I’ve had a number of
students ‘coming’ to me for Skype tuition over
the past couple of years. Here are some of the
things I’ve learnt.

FINDING STUDENTS
Some language schools offer tuition via Skype
and may need teachers. Send out your CV to
these schools and, indeed, to any language

school on spec; the world is your oyster, as the
school’s location is irrelevant. Skype tuition is still
a tiny percentage of most schools’ total business,
so don’t expect to be inundated with responses.
You may prefer to take on private students. You
can set up a website, or use a blog, Twitter or
Facebook account to advertise your services.
Leaving comments on other people’s blogs
and on internet forums can also be useful, as
a potential student who puts ‘Skype English
lessons’ or something similar in a search
engine may be led to these sites.

PAYMENT
Language schools will probably treat you
the same as their on-site freelance tutors and
ask you to invoice them in arrears. Make sure
that you give schools your international bank
account (IBAN) number and a SWIFT or BIC
code. Your bank’s website will have details
about these on its international pages.
PayPal is the simplest and most convenient
method of receiving payment, as you do not
have to divulge your bank details to your
students. If a prospective student has not
currently got a PayPal account, persuade her or
him to open one.
Remember to factor in bank and PayPal
charges when setting a rate. You can quote a
price in any currency, but do bear in mind that
exchange rates fluctuate. At the start of the
relationship your students do not know you,
and are not sure if they can trust you, so it is
better initially to charge only for one or two
lessons upfront. Always charge in advance and
be ruthless about sticking to that policy.

TECHNOLOGY
Skype is free and easy to download (www.
skype.com). You will also need a microphone
and, ideally, a high-definition webcam;
something like the Logitech Pro 9000 is
more than adequate. You may find that your
students’ webcams are not as clear as yours,
but you can’t do anything about that.
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Technology can be unpredictable and there is
plenty of scope for things to go wrong when
teaching via Skype. There are two computers
and two phone lines involved, plus Skype itself
has been known to have outages; a problem
in any one of these areas will disrupt your
lessons. All you can do is be philosophical;
your student is probably sitting at home or in
the office, and the last-minute cancellation of
the English lesson is rarely more than a minor
inconvenience.
The sound quality of the Skype connection
is variable, and I sometimes find it difficult to
hear endings or individual phonemes. For this
reason I find that Skype works best when the
student is at an intermediate level or above.

ORGANISATION
You need to be well organised when teaching
via Skype. You can’t keep moving away from
the computer to find books, switch on the
light or go and get a drink of water. Have
everything you need nearby.
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SUSAN PURCELL

Don’t sit with your back to the sun, as the
camera will reflect the bright light and your
student may have difficulty seeing you.
If you intend to use a textbook make sure
that it is an up-to-date one that students can
get hold of easily in their country. Otherwise
write or draw your own material and send as
attachments to emails.
Take account of your students’ hardware
when designing activities and resources. If a
student hasn’t got a scanner, she or he won’t
be able to scan homework and send it back
to you. There is no point in sending brightly
coloured illustrations, where the colour is a key
feature of the task, if the student has not got a
colour printer.
Make sure, when you set a time for the lesson,
that you are both clear which time zone
you are working to. I was caught out when
a student asked for a lesson at 18:00 GMT.
He thought GMT meant local time in the UK,
whereas we were actually on British Summer
Time. We were, therefore, an hour adrift. I
find Skype tuition a useful addition to my
repertoire. During the very cold spells of the
last two British winters, with trains and buses
cancelled, and many offices and businesses
closed, it was very handy to be able to
continue working without interruption. u

Susan Purcell is a
freelance teacher
and former teachertrainer based
near London, in
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This article first appeared in IATEFL Voices:
May - June 2012 Issue
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The Skype messaging box can be used as a
‘whiteboard’ during the lesson to spell words
or send instructions.
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SHARE YOUR STORY, SHARE
YOUR WISDOM: HOW TO MAKE
LEARNING MEMORABLE

BY SARAH ELAINE EATON

There I sat in my professor’s office,
sobbing. “But it is such a lousy grade,” I said. “I’ll
never get another scholarship. Then, how will I
pay for school? I’ll have to drop out.”
I hated statistics, but it was a mandatory
course in my research program. My grade was
a passing one, but just barely.
Tim, my professor, didn’t really have much use
for tears, but he knew that I was hurting. He
retorted, “Look, you’re not going to drop out of
school. It will work out just fine.”
“But how?” I sniveled.
“Let me tell you about the time I got a terrible
grade in one of my courses in grad school…”
He went on to tell me about an experience
that paralleled my own. “I made it through OK,
and so will you. After you’ve crossed that stage
and you have your degree in hand, no one is
going to ask you what your grade in statistics
was! You passed. That’s enough. Now go on,
and get back to work.”
Having my teacher and mentor share a story
with me about his own shortcomings did
not diminish his professional excellence in
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my eyes; in fact, it made me respect him
even more. My point to you is this: Through
our personal stories, as teachers we have an
opportunity to create memorable learning
experiences that motivate, inspire and teach
our learners.
Here are some tips on how to incorporate
stories into your teaching practice:

BE VULNERABLE
Stories that show your humanity and your
vulnerability are likely to resonate the most
deeply with others. We are not talking about
melodramatically pulling all your skeletons
out of the closet and putting them on parade.
It is about show-ing that you, too, are human.
Adult learners in particular, can be hampered
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GET PERSONAL (JUST A LITTLE)
Stories that are drawn from your own
experience will have the most impact.
Professional speaker, Patricia Fripp calls it
“mining your experience”. Find the golden
nuggets of your life and polish them. Then
offer them as gifts of the heart.
Unless there is a good reason to do otherwise,
tell your stories using the first person. They are
your stories, after all.

SPEAK YOUR TRUTH
Your stories will be more believable if they are
true. A little bit of literary license is allowed, but
at least 90% of the story should be accurate
and true. If there is too much embellishment,
others will pick up on it. If they do, then you
lose credibility as a storyteller — and as a
teacher. It is OK to massage the truth, just don’t
stretch it too far.

KEEP IT SHORT
Keep your stories crisp, clean and to the
point. Someone once told me that a story
that relates directly to your lesson should take
up a maximum of 5% of your teaching time.
In a 60-minute class, your story should be a
maximum of 3 minutes. If it is longer, students
may tune out or get impatient. I have used that
guideline in my teaching practice and it seems
to work well.
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FOCUS ON THE LEARNER
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by a fear of failure. By sharing our failures
and vulnerabilities, we become approachable
and believable.

SARAH ELAINE
EATON

Your teaching stories may be about you, but
they are for your learner. Edit out unnecessary
details. Ask yourself, “How will this story help
my learners?”

Sarah Elaine Eaton,

MAKE A POINT

at the University

In teaching, we do not tell stories to simply
to entertain our students. We use the
entertainment and emotional elements
of a story to create memorable learning
experiences. The connection between your
story and the point you are trying to make may
not be obvious to the listener. Use transitional
phrases such as “My point to you is…” to help
others contextualize the story you have just
shared with them.

of Calgary where

Ph.D. is an Adjunct
Assistant Professor

she teaches in the
Master’s of Education program. She delivers
keynotes, workshops and other presentations
on language learning, literacy and technology.

How can you create memorable learning
experiences for your students with stories?
Your life is a gold mine of experience. What
nuggets of life do you have to share with your
students? The wisdom contained within them
is priceless.

RELATED POSTS:

•
•

Storytelling resources for teachers
Would you care for an earthworm with
your coffee?: Turning language blunders
into powerful teaching stories u
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EYE ON LITERACY: WORDLESS
PICTURE BOOKS FOR ADULT SECOND
LANGUAGE LITERACY LEARNERS

BY ELSIE JOHNSON, KAREN BRADLEY AND DOREEN DEAN
REVIEWED BY JUSTINE LIGHT
Family ISBN 97809878722-2-7 12pp
In the Kitchen ISBN 97809878722-3-4 12pp
Flat Tire ISBN 97809878722-1-0 12 12 pp
Can You Fix It? ISBN 97809878722-5-8 12pp
Pancakes ISBN 97809878722-6-5 12pp
Chinese Dumplings ISBN 97809878722-7-2 12pp
Where are You From? ISBN 97809878722-0-3 12pp
Injera ISBN 97809878722-8-9 12pp
Where is It? ISBN 97809878722-4-1 12pp

This new set of wordless picture
books for adult ESL literacy learners, developed
in Edmonton, Alberta, offers almost limitless
potential as a resource for the ESL literacy
classroom. Each book contains 12 pages of
beautifully composed photographs reflecting
an aspect of the everyday lives of learners and
teachers alike. The titles of the books reflect
life in Canada, as well as being inclusive of
learners’ experiences with such titles as Chinese
Dumplings and Injera (North African bread). The
goal of the materials is to use the photographs
and visuals as a way to transition learners from
oral language to print and text. The authors
explain that through their books the “emphasis
is on oral language which becomes the stepping
stone to the reading and writing process” (http://
www.eyeonliteracy.com/).
As a materials developer and ESL instructor
in Canada, I appreciate the variety of topics
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covered in this book series, as well as the
attention to choosing topics that enable ESL
literacy learners to see themselves and their lives
reflected in the pages. For example in Injera,
the focus is on baking this North African bread,
including the method and ingredients. It is easy
to see how the subject of the book could act as a
catalyst for an exploration of ‘bread’ as a universal
staple food. I greatly appreciated this approach,
which has recognized an alternative starting
point for discussions, rather than opening with a
generic representation of life in Canada.
The hidden value of these resources can be
realized through an exploration of the online
support materials offered with the purchase
of a one-year membership. The website found
at http://www.eyeonliteracy.com/ offers an
opportunity to purchase sets of the books, as
well as an online membership. This membership
provides teachers with access to a vast array of
materials to support the picture books. Each
book has accompanying materials that include
an overview of the book, with an exploration of
each theme and language development focus.
Next is a suggested methodology for each
book, including a consideration of discussion
topics, additional realia that the teacher could
make use of, ways to personalize the materials
and appropriate pedagogical strategies.
Furthermore, the website offers photocopiable

resources that provide classroom materials to
support the book series such as printable word
strips, an oral book script for teachers, sentence
stems for students to complete and much more.
Each book is accompanied by nine of these
classroom tasks.
With an inclusive approach and pedagogically
sound support materials, this set of books
offers an excellent Canadian resource for ESL
literacy teachers.
Books can be purchased through the website at
http://www.eyeonliteracy.com/ or through the
following distributor: English Central 60 St. Clair
Avenue East Toronto, ON M4T 1N5. Tel: 416-8500833 /Toll free: 1-866-518-4170 (Canada & USA)
www.englishcentral.net u

JUSTINE LIGHT
Justine Light is
an EAP instructor
and Sessional TESL
program instructor
at the University of
Alberta. She is also
the manager of the Learning English with CBC
project in Alberta.
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REVIEW OF CURRENT DEVELOPMENTS
IN ENGLISH FOR WORK AND THE
WORKPLACE: APPROACHES,
CURRICULA AND MATERIALS.

EDITOR MARK KRZANOWSKI
REVIEWED BY TANIA PATTISON

If you teach ESL in Canada, particularly
in a government-funded program, your classes
may well include healthcare professionals,
engineers, customer service representatives,
factory workers, entrepreneurs, or personal
care workers from all parts of the world. These
learners arrive in Canada with varying degrees
of English proficiency, and with a vast array of
linguistic and cultural backgrounds. They all
need training in the specific communication
skills they will need in their careers, and in all
cases their needs are different.
While there are many textbooks designed to
teach career-specific language skills, what is
less readily available is written information
on how English-language instruction for
professionals is approached and delivered
in various contexts. Working in a Canadian
context, it is rather more difficult to find stories
from the trenches: what worked elsewhere;
what materials and methodologies were
chosen and why; and what lessons can be
learned and applied to a broader context.
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This is where Current Developments in English
for Work and the Workplace: Approaches,
Curricula and Materials comes in. Edited by
Mark Krzanowski and published by Garnet
(2011), this 170-page text comprises twelve
reports from around the world. The theme
throughout is English for Specific Purposes
(ESP), and the scope is broad. The volume
contains papers on English for IT companies
in Brazil, business English in Yemen, workplace
English in Botswana, and more. Some chapters
describe specific initiatives; others give general
guidelines on teaching ESP—but in all cases,
there is a lot to be learned here.
Perhaps the most directly relevant chapter
for Canadian teachers is from New Zealand.
Meredith Marra, Janet Homes, and Nicky
Riddiford outline a government-funded
initiative for skilled permanent residents of the
country; even with a bachelor’s degree and
an IELTS score of 6.5, these professionals are
frequently unemployed or underemployed. The
course described in the chapter emphasises

“the sociopragmatic demands of workplace
interaction”; the end result among participants
in the course has been a 70–80 per cent success
rate among learners in finding the type of work
they are best qualified for.
Other chapters make for equally fascinating
reading. Kieron Devlin describes how, as an
EFL teacher with no medical background, he
managed to write materials for Saudi Arabian
technicians in the operating room of Riyadh
Military Hospital. Kieron’s preparation for this
task involved not only interviewing medical
personnel, but also sitting in on some surgical
procedures as an observer. Do surgeons really
say, “pass the scalpel,” for example, or is far more
information communicated through body
language? As Kieron points out, “the learning
curve for the teacher/materials designer was
just as demanding as that for the students.”
Moving to a very different context, Sunday
I. Duruoha describes the thought processes
behind the establishment of an ESP program for
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These are just a few of the reports presented
here, all of which are enlightening and easy to
read. Mark has done an excellent job of pulling
together twelve papers written by teachers
in a variety of international contexts into one
cohesive volume, while still allowing the voices
of the individual contributors to shine through.
Canadian teachers can take away from Current
Developments in English for Work and the
Workplace not only practical teaching ideas
but also—and perhaps more importantly—
an appreciation of the scope and nature of
English for the Workplace, and the diverse
challenges faced by those engaged in teaching
professionals around the world. This volume
will be a useful addition to the bookshelves of
anyone whose career involves training nonnative speakers for professional careers.

ESL RESOURCES IN REVIEW

agricultural workers in Nigeria. This is a country
where English has not been wholeheartedly
embraced, being seen as “a language of
colonialism and consequently of imperialism.”
It is, however, recognized that English could
also be “a language of great opportunities.” In
this case, a variety of teaching materials was
called for—novels and newspapers, songs and
movies—not only in standard English but also
in varieties of Nigerian English and Nigerian
Pidgin. The use of local varieties of English
alongside standard English served to reinforce
the value of nonstandard varieties, and led to
increased motivation among the students.

TANIA PATTISON
Tania Pattison is a
freelance ELT writer
and editor based
in Peterborough,
Ontario. She has over
20 years’ experience
in ELT, including teaching, curriculum
consulting and coordination, writing for
publication, academic editing, and conference
presenting. She is editor of IATEFL’s Conference
Selections publication and a member of the
IATEFL ESP Special Interest Group.
Tania Pattison’s email address is
tania@taniapattison.com
.

Note: Mark Krzanowski, Editor of Current
Developments in English for Work and the
Workplace, is head of the ESP Special Interest
Group (SIG) of IATEFL, the International
Association of Teachers of English as a Foreign
Language. For more information on the
activities of the ESP SIG, please visit http://
espsig.iatefl.org/. u

SHARE ISSUE 4 2013

40

ESL RESOURCES IN REVIEW

GET GOING WITH GRAMMAR:
GAMES FOR PRACTICING
GRAMMAR.

JENNIFER MELDRUM & BARBARA REIMER
REVIEWED BY KATHARINA GALE
Short on time? Looking for a fun
way to preview or review a specific grammar
point with your pre-intermediate class? Get
Going with Grammar: Games for Practicing
Grammar is a well-organized compilation of 25
grammar games dealing with specific grammar
points from countable/uncountable nouns, all
the way to present perfect. Jennifer Meldrum
& Barbara Reimer have merged classic games
like snakes and ladders, checkers and dominoes
with grammar points, creating a friendly,
competitive atmosphere in your classroom.
Most games are for pairs or small groups.
Meldrum & Reimer have created a real timesaver thanks to the organized layout. First of all,
the Common European Framework (CEF B1+),
IELTS levels and grammar points are all plainly
marked on the back cover. The 25 games within
are also neatly organized: grammar objective,
rules and materials needed are found on the
left side, with the template and game cards
immediately following. Thanks to Meldrum and
Reimer there is no need to hopelessly search
the back of the book looking for the matching
info. The book lies flat and there are no graphics,
which means less time photocopying! A few
games might require some enlarging since
there is a lot of small text on the game board.
The only extra materials you need are game
pieces, dice and dictionary.
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Each game is adaptable to lower/higher levels
and the authors suggest additional variations of
game rules. Blank game boards and templates
are provided so teacher and students can add
their own vocabulary. One example is “POSominoes” where students must place triangular
playing cards on the table by matching the
sides with similar parts of speech. My CEF B1
students played “Suffix Ladder” as a review. They
easily understood the instructions and provided
peer correction by finding disputed words in
the dictionary when a new ending was added
to a root.

KATHARINA GALE
Katharina Gale
completed her BA
Honours degree
in German &
Classics as well as
a TESOL Certificate
from Acadia University. After graduation,
she worked as an ESL teacher at Halifax’s
International Language Institute. Katharina
hopes to continue focusing on University

From a teacher’s perspective I liked that the
games required minimal teacher guidance.
My students enjoyed focusing on one obvious
grammar point during each game and were
encouraged by the discussion, production and
competitive aspect. Two minor suggestions
would be to practice the games beforehand
since there are no suggested duration times and
be prepared to provide further explanation of
rules since some games require multiple steps.

Preparatory English and volunteering with

This book is ideal for ESL teachers who want to
minimize teacher planning time and maximize
student interaction time. u

December 2012 Issue 229 of IATEFL Voices.

immigrants and refugees. Currently, she’s
invigilating IELTS, climbing volcanoes and
visiting wineries in New Zealand before
returning to Canada.
Katharina can be contacted at
katg.teacher@gmail.com
This review first appeared in the NovemberTESL Canada thanks IATEFL for permission to
include this review in the 2013 issue of SHARE.
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CAMBRIDGE READERS

REVIEWED BY BEN SHEARON

Cambridge Readers feature original
fiction, which is a welcome break from the
barrage of rewrites of classic books and film/
tv series adaptations that dominate the graded
reader shelves. Recently they have been veering
even further from the mean, introducing
stories set in locations all around the world
and whose characters face issues like drug
use, homelessness, prostitution, war, human
trafficking, and family conflict. I was already a
fan of the series and was delighted to have the
chance to read the following and try them out
with my students:
Arman’s Journey: a boy travels to England
illegally to escape from violence
Book Boy: a young recluse orphan meets a
homeless girl and tries to save her from her
street life
Within High Fences: a woman who works as a
guard in an asylum centre falls in love with one
of her charges
Man Hunt: a serial killer in the UK, partially told
from his perspective
Forget to Remember: two sisters struggle to
deal with their mother’s senility and each other
Dragon’s Eggs: land mines and government
negligence threaten an African village
Solo Saxophone: a young reporter in Sarajevo
experiences too much during the siege of the city
The Best of Times: a Malaysian teenager
deals with his parents’ divorce, love, drugs, and
growing up
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BEN SHEARON

There is a wide variety of locations and themes.
All of the books are readable, with original
storylines and strong characters. Arman’s
Journey and Solo Saxophone were nominated
for the Extensive Reading Foundation’s
Language Learner Literature Awards and they
were all popular with some of my students.

Ben Shearon was
born in Germany, but
claims to be British.
He has lived in Spain,
the UK, China, and
Japan and is currently

This is perhaps the key point: these books do
not appeal to all students. If anything, I would
say that they are slightly less popular than the
classics and film adaptations. However, they
appeal very strongly to the students that enjoy
them, and provide much-needed breadth to
graded reader libraries.

at Tohoku University, Japan.

My personal favourites were Forget to
Remember and The Best of Times. I found
both of them very powerful -they managed to
transcend being graded readers and became
books to me: books I was reading for pleasure.

Board of Education is now a lecturer at Tohoku

I definitely recommend Cambridge English
Readers to institutions, teachers, and students:
• institutions will find that they expand the
range of topics and provide original fiction,
• teachers will find a variety of topics and
themes to explore with their students,
• students will find some great stories and in
passing, will learn more about the world. u

a private English school in Sendai. Ben’s

After arriving in Japan in July 2000, he has
worked teaching English at the elementary,
junior high, high school, and university levels,
and after four years as an advisor at the Miyagi
University. Ben consults as a teacher trainer,
is a member of the advisory school board for
Nika Junior and Senior High School, and serves
as educational advisor to Cambridge English,
current interests include student autonomy,
independent learning, extensive reading and
listening, vocabulary acquisition, testing, and
the Japanese educational system. This review
first appeared in IATEFL Voices: NovemberDecember 2012 Issue 229. TESL Canada thanks
IATEFL for permission to include this review in
the 2013 issue of SHARE.
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TRUTH OR DARE GAME FOR
ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS

REVIEWED BY MARK GRAFF

Speekeezy Publications, 2010
ISBN: 978 0 9688018 1 9
http://www.speekeezy.ca/hikashop/
category/12-truth-or-dare-for-englishlanguage-learners.html

A common complaint is that games
don’t provide enough meaningful interaction
or practice for advanced students who wish to
improve their fluency. Wouldn’t it be fantastic
if a game had different levels to accommodate
beginner to advanced students?
Truth or Dare for English Language Learners
is that game! Nominated for an ELTon award
in 2012, the play and objective of the game is
familiar to all: a group of 2 to 6 students sit in a
circle at a table. A spinner selects the student
who picks up a ‘Truth’ card, reads it, and puts it
face up to read. The card has a single word, like
‘actress,’ and the student formulates a question
using the word, while other students help
him/her by contributing their own questions.
While one player is answering, all others are
encouraged to ask more questions and dig
deeper to get at the truth. The player also has
the option of not answering by choosing a
‘Dare’ card, which may direct him/her to do a
funny stunt. There is no right or wrong answer,
and there is no winner. Lovely! Maintaining
conversation is the objective. In addition,
there is a mini-whiteboard on the spinner to
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list language goals for the group. The miniwhiteboard is meant to remind students to
work the target into each turn.
When I tested the game on 5 Japanese
students, I had a group of mixed levels ranging
from beginner to advanced, so some students
required translation to fully grasp the rules and
speed up game play. They all contributed a
question once the card was selected and they
had the option of selecting the question. In
order to play the game successfully, I would
recommend that players have similar English
ability to provide a level playing field. This
ensures everyone is able to participate to their
full capacity.

MARK GRAFF
Mark M. Graff is a
former teacher at The
Language Institute
in Pasadena, CA.
He taught TOEFL
test preparation.
He is currently working on his return to the
Middle East. He received his MA in Teaching
ESL at California State University Dominguez
Hills. His previous work experience includes
teaching in Beijing, China, Boraidah, Saudi
Arabia, and Los Angeles, California. He also
worked as a TOEFL and TOEIC rater for ETS.

There are three sets of ‘Truth’ cards that
correspond to English levels: green is for
beginners, yellow is for intermediate and
blue represents advanced. These cards can
be used to ensure the right level is used for
the appropriate players. I would also suggest
students ask follow-up questions from the same
student until he/she selects a ‘Dare’ card. This
would make it more interesting and closer in
spirit to the original game. u

He completed the CELTA Certificate in 2012.
Mark’s interests include English semantics,
French, and travel. Mark is currently an English
instructor, Australian College of Kuwait, Kuwait.
Mark can be contacted at mgraff93@hotmail.com
This review first appeared in IATEFL Voices:
November-December 2012 Issue 229. TESL
Canada thanks IATEFL for permission to
include this review in the 2013 issue of SHARE.
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