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Webinar with Dr. Jim Cummins – June 3, 2021 – Q and A Session 

1. Could you please comment on the implications on adult ELLs who are newcomers to Canada? 

Adults are in a very different situation from students in schools for obvious reasons. They are trying to 

survive in Canada, often with minimum income. They are trying to establish themselves economically as 

well as in the job market. Some have arrived as refugees or asylum seekers and may have gaps in their 

background education or literacy skills. On the other end of the spectrum are the high level immigrants with 

academic education who need to learn the kind of English that will help them gain their credentials and 

establish themselves in Canada. 

There is such a degree of diversity in the adult ELL population – this must be taken into account. 

My sense is that most of the things I’ve talked about in the webinar are directly relevant to adult learners, 

but their context is different. Students who are ELLs are in school for 5 or 6 hours a day learning in that 

context, so they have big blocks of time to learn and catch up. Adult learners often don’t have this same 

opportunity; they have to learn English while taking care of other matters, their family, their employment, 

and other living challenges.  

We can take a look at some of the features that are important in schools, such as connecting learners to 

something they are familiar with, something from their prior learning. So for adults, as with students, we 

need to find content that is relevant to the communities we are teaching and their particular background 

and experiences (recall that we often say there is no such thing as ‘one size fits all’). We also need to 

acknowledge the fact that adults are coming in, not as blank slates, but with a wide range of experiences, 

some of which may be traumatic and that need to be addressed sensitively. We need to find out what adult 

learners are willing to talk about before we delve into certain topics.  

Generally, if we can connect with our students’ lives, the more we can engage them in learning what they 

want to know and need to know to integrate into Canadian society. For example, older students can look at 

the newspaper in their community to gain a sense of what is going on locally. This can be used as reading 

material for something that is directly relevant to them. If there are community newspapers in the 

languages that they speak, that becomes an important connection. Going from one language to the other 

(what we call translanguaging) draws from prior knowledge and engages learners. 

The reality here for adult ELLs, as with students in schools, is that they face many challenges. We need to 

connect with students, value their experiences, and go beyond teaching English as a set of structures, 

vocabulary, and literacy. Our students will learn English once they become engaged in issues that are of 

direct concern in their lives. 

2. How do we, as ESL/EAL professionals, communicate all this to regular classroom teachers and 

principals for the benefit of students? 

Let me talk about my own experiences with this situation within the context of OISE. Right now, we have a 

mandatory course in teaching ESL/ELLs focused on English language learners across the curriculum. For 

25 years, my colleagues and I begged the college to make a course like this mandatory and the answer 

was always no, due to the limited time we had to train teachers within one year. If teachers wanted to 

pursue ESL, they were encouraged to get an AQ. And so it seemed that this was not something that 

principals or mainstream teachers needed to know about – it was for those interested in ESL education. It  
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was incredibly frustrating. What led to a change was the expansion of the teacher education program to 

two years. Then we could include the course in the schedule. 

The reality is that a lot of teachers, administrators, and colleagues have not had the opportunity to learn 

about the things that I talked about in this webinar. What I’ve shared is not complicated; a lot of it is 

common sense. Yet the mindset about ELLs is still very common and I’m guessing from your question that 

is may be common in Saskatchewan. The mindset is that helping ELLs or multilingual learners is the job of 

the EAL teacher. I’m not sure how we communicate that other than by persistence or by programs such as 

Nadia and her colleagues offer at the U of S. This needs to be highlighted to principals and others – not 

just EAL teachers. It is concerning when individuals advance to administrative positions without basic 

knowledge about ELLs and their circumstances. There are many low cost/no cost directions to be taken in 

making this happen. But it needs leadership from the Ministry of Education, Faculties of Education, school 

districts… and it needs leadership from principals’ organizations and school leadership teams. All of us, as 

educators, need to combat the mindset issue that has been internalized. The simple strategy of making 

connections to our students’ lives, paying attention to the languages they know, recognizing that those 

languages are steppingstones to English – applies to math, to science, and to other areas. So, I don’t have 

a formulaic answer, but this is a central question if we want to improve students’ lives and their success in 

education in any province or district. 

Addendum: Classroom teachers want to teach, but they want to teach effectively, and if we can open up 

conversations about adopting a few simple strategies and working collaboratively with the language 

specialists in the school, everyone will feel better about the work being done. 

3. How do we, or should we, avoid Google Translate? It is very popular for students who want to 

show their academic thinking. 

Google Translate is something that a lot of people like to disparage. If someone is just using it for 

translation, for example from Spanish to English, you may get a garbled translation. But that garbled 

message can be a pedagogical and instructional godsend. Think about what it can do…you have a Grade 

4 student who has just arrived from Mexico. We want to know what the student can do and how much 

literacy s/he has, so we may ask that student to write down what s/he knows on a topic being discussed in 

class. The student can write in L1 while others are writing on that same topic in English. Then we can put 

the student’s Spanish writing into electronic form, and we can have Google Translate produce an English 

version. The English version is going to be enough for the teacher to understand what the student is trying 

to say. It will also be enough for a little editorial team of two or three English speaking students to work with 

the newcomer student and come up with a better English version of what has been written. They can talk 

about the connections between Spanish and English. If there are other Spanish speakers with more 

English proficiency in the class, they can be part of the team.  

You can touch so many aspects of instruction with translation. You can create a dual language booklet that 

the student can be proud of and shares with his family. This can inspire some creative writing on the topic 

that can be shared with other students. The student has shown his/her literacy skills in a first language. 

The small group tasks help the new student to make new friends; perhaps the group is gaining some 

language skills in Spanish while the student gains skills in English. So Google Translate can be a very 

powerful tool when used appropriately in the classroom. Even with parent interviews, when parents are not 

fluent, Google Translate can provide the gist of what’s being talked about or what needs to be 

communicated. So there are many ways to use Google Translate productively. 
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4. At what point in language development do you think that over-reliance on translation from L1 to 

English is a hindrance? 

I’m not sure that this is an issue that will arise frequently. Students who are in our classrooms want to learn 

English quickly. They want to do well, and they want to belong.  

We’ve discovered something interesting with an online resource called BINOGI (binogi.com  or binogi.ca). 

Colleagues and I have been working with this online resource, which was developed in Sweden, over the 

last couple of years. What we’ve discovered is that it provides curriculum content in various subject areas 

in English and various languages. For example, an Arabic-speaking student can watch a 5-7 minute video 

clip on photosynthesis in Arabic and read the subtitles in Arabic OR she can listen to it in English. What we 

and others have discovered is that after listening/watching in the home language, the student gradually, 

over about 6 months or so, transitions to English, or English and Arabic. So within the first year, students 

are using L1 as a support and as a transitional tool to learning content in English. This is why I think that an 

overreliance on translation is not going to be a major problem with students.  

Ideally, when we’re translating, we are doing it for a purpose, such as writing down information into a 

science journal. What some teachers have done is divide students into groups on a topic, such as different 

systems of the body (e.g., respiratory system, digestive system). Then the groups prepare a lesson on the 

human body for a younger grade, for example, Grade 6’s preparing a lesson for a Grade 2 class. They 

label the different systems of the body in English and then in different languages. When they are doing this, 

it is translation for a purpose. It’s incredibly powerful in highlighting that we have multilingual students, and 

their languages are important and useful for communicating information. It is a way of showcasing their 

knowledge. There are all kinds of ways to show that translation is not the enemy, as it has often been 

depicted in the language learning and teaching community. It is a powerful way of bringing classroom 

languages into contact, in the context of meaningful classroom work. 

 

5. I’ve worked with many EAL learners who have not learned to read in their L1. In addition to 

supporting students with print-rich environments, would you also recommend oral rich 

environments in their L1 as well? 

Absolutely. Students come into our classes with all kinds of experiences. Some oral languages do not have 

a print-rich environment. In other cases, students may not have had an opportunity to learn to read in their 

L1. For example, children of newcomers who were born in Canada often come to school without written 

skills in their home languages. Parents may not have seen that as a priority, or perhaps have other 

reasons. The oral language provides a rich picture of literacy if you look beyond basic phrases like “Pass 

the salt”.  

When parents are telling stories in their home languages or when students are watching videos in the 

home language, they are expanding their knowledge in L1 beyond the here and now, and they are gaining 

rich concepts in that language. Obviously, it is great if children are literate in the home language and they 

are interacting with parents in the home language. We need to encourage parents to continue developing 

the home language if this is something that they are willing to do. If grandparents can become involved in 

expanding knowledge of language and culture, this should be encouraged. An oral language environment 

is incredibly powerful and can lead into or be transformed into literacy over time. Knowledge of L1 can be 

expanded, but a lot also depends on the circumstances of parents, their educational level, and other 

factors. 
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