Communication Skills:

Closing the Gap between High School and College 

An ESL/ELD Secondary School Perspective

“The successful integration of students who are learning English into the academic and social life of the school requires all teachers to work together to support them. Although many students become proficient users of English for most day-to-day purposes within two years, students may require up to seven years to catch up to first-language English speakers in their ability to use English for academic purposes.”
(The Ontario Curriculum Grades 9-12: English as a Second Language and English Literacy Development, 1999, p. 7)

· Thus, secondary school newcomer students who are learning English do not have enough time in a 4 year high school program to acquire sufficient fluency in academic English 

· This means that they will continue to need support such as scaffolded learning environments (accommodations to instruction and assessment procedures) in order to meet with success in college programs

· The ESL secondary school program offers 5 credit courses to address the English language needs of newcomer students from beginner to advanced

(ESL AO, BO, CO, DO, EO)

· These courses practice listening, speaking, reading and writing skills as well as acculturating students to Canada (socio-cultural competencies, and media literacy)

· The ELD secondary school program is intended for students who have had educational interruptions and have gaps in their general world knowledge and literacy in first language; there are 4 credit courses offered from beginning literacy in English to advanced (ELD AO, BO, CO, DO)

· 3 of the ESL or ELD courses can replace compulsory English credits; the fourth must be a senior level English course (Grade 11 or 12 open, college, or university English course)

· Up until now, the Ministry has not mandated that students complete the ESL or ELD programs before entering mainstream English courses

· As well, not all mainstream teachers are aware that they should be supporting or accommodating for ESL/ELD students (through instructional and assessment strategies)

“As the linguistic diversity of Ontario’s student population continues to increase, many students in our schools require support in learning English to enable them to achieve the curriculum expectations in all subjects and at all grade levels. Programs must be flexible in order to accommodate the needs of students who require instruction in English as a second language or English literacy development, and teachers of all subjects are responsible for helping students develop their ability to use English.

Appropriate modifications to teaching, learning, and evaluation strategies must be made to help students gain proficiency in English, since students taking English as a second language at the secondary level have limited time in which to develop this proficiency.” (The Ontario Curriculum Grades 9 to 12, Program Planning and Assessment, 2000, p. 10)

· The Atkinson series of articles in the Toronto Star (Fall 2004) focused on how immigrant students fare in our school system, their successes and failures, systemic barriers and inequities; the one clear message from the articles is that a large portion of newcomer students are students-at-risk

(“Journalist Andrew Duffy examines why immigrant students who speak English as a second language - particularly refugees and those from poor families - face long odds in becoming high school graduates.”)

· EQAO results (large scale assessment in reading and writing at Grades 3, 6 and 10) indicate little improvement over 3 years for ESL/ELD student success: 42% of ESL/ELD secondary school students (2003) passed the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test on their first attempt

· Recently in the media there have been reports of a rise in the high school drop out rate in Ontario (30%) due to a more challenging curriculum and perhaps a lack of alternative pathways to college and university for students; some frustrated ESL/ELD students make up that percentage

· The ESL/ELD students who actually make it to post-secondary are, therefore, the resilient, successful ones who have managed to pass their classes with high marks, fulfill the secondary school literacy requirement (OSSLT or OSSLC), and pass a college language test or TOEFL

· College instructors have “fertile ground” with which to work, but they should expect these students to be less independent

· ESL/ELD students in college programs just need a little support:

	Instructional Strategies
	Assessment Strategies
	General Orientation

Make students aware of…

	Slower pace when speaking
	Extra time for tests/exams
	Writing workshops/editing services

	Reinforce visually

(e.g., write key words, concepts on board, avoid using abbreviations)
	More conferencing for assignments and provide rubrics, evaluation scales, and models of finished products
	Academic and personal counselling

	Graphic organizer for lecture note taking 
	More mark weighting on content than on form or mechanics
	Where to find resources for research (overt direction)

	Check frequently for comprehension/invite questions
	Opportunities to improve and resubmit work for assessment/evaluation 
	Peer-Supported Learning Groups/Peer-Tutoring


According to Jim Cummins (OISE), teachers can…empower or disempower students to:

· Succeed or fail in school.

· Enter the workforce as equals or inferiors.

· Live in a closed community or in a wider world.

· Retain or lose their heritage language and culture.

Mary Ashworth (author, researcher and teacher of ESL) states that the well-being of immigrant students depends on acknowledging that they possess three inalienable rights:

1. The right to facility in the official language of the country and in the language of instruction in schools and higher education

2. The right to continue their education beyond the school-leaving age. In particular, students who arrive in their teens must be given hope that they will be able to master English and content – probably a little later than their peers of a similar age-so that their dreams and those of their parents do not die.

3. The right to expect that their linguistic, cultural and racial differences will be accepted by their teachers, peers and community and that their decision to retain aspects of their heritage language and culture will be respected.

(Ashworth, M., 2000. Effective teachers effective schools. Toronto: Pippin Pub. Corp., p. 142)

Levels of English Language Proficiency

	Beginner

(Stage 1 or Level1)
	ESL AO1

	High Beginner

(Stage 2 or Level 2)
	ESL BO1

	Intermediate

(Stage 3 or Level 3)
	ESL CO1

	High Intermediate

(Stage 4 or Level 4)
	ESL DO1

	Advanced

(Late Stage 4 or Level 5)
	ESL EO1


Modifications = students in ESL AO1, BO1, and sometimes CO1

Accommodations = students in AO-EO and beyond
English as a Second Language

and

English Literacy Development

9 – 12 Perspective


The chart below shows how most students may progress through their ESL and/or ELD courses and into mainstream English courses.  Not all students will follow this sequence exactly, and individual students may vary in the rate at which they progress through the levels. 

     English as a Second Language         
 English Literacy Development






Some final thoughts:

“ Competence can be demonstrated in spite of lack of proficiency, if one can look through and beyond the errors to the essence of what’s important, and focus on the learning that is taking place.” (Law and Eckes, 2000)

“In most subject areas, ESL students should be able to grasp essential concepts, if these are presented carefully, emphasized through repetition, and clearly distinguished from finer points that the students are less able to fully assimilate.” (Government of British Colombia, English as a Second Language)

“To be meaningful, learning outcomes [expectations] must be attainable. Requiring an English language learners to perform at a level beyond hid or her current stage of development in English is futile and leads to frustration and disappointment for teacher and student alike.” (Coelho, 2004)

“It is neither equitable nor ethical to assess students’ performance on the basis of knowledge or skills that they have had no opportunity to learn. Because language learners have not had the same opportunity as their peers to learn English, they cannot be expected to perform at the same level in English as their peers or communicate their learning as effectively – until they have had enough time and enough appropriate instruction to catch up to their peers in English language proficiency.” (Coelho, 2004)
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