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1.   Would you get me a beer from the fridge?
       Would you bring me a beer from the fridge?
       Would you obtain me a beer from the fridge?
       Would you acquire me a beer from the fridge? 

2.   I taught him how to shoot a basketball. 
       I educated him on how to shoot a basketball.

3.   I gave the students pencils.
       I presented the students with pencils.
       I provided the students with pencils.
       I supplied the students with pencils.

In the above minimal pair sentences, consider the following ques-
tions as you focus on the synonyms: What context or situation do you 
picture in your mind as you read each sentence? Are they the same? 
What are the similarities? What are the differences? Which synonym 
is preferable, if any? And lastly, in what context of your own life might 
you use these synonyms?
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The TESL Nova Scotia Executive wants to assure our members that our operations, including the conference, are not 
affected by the closure of the TESL Canada office. We operate as an independent association concerned with the teach-
ing and learning of English as a second/additional language in Nova Scotia. We are still a member of the TESL Canada 
Federation and have a representative on the TESL Canada Board who will keep us informed as more information be-
comes available. Please let us know about your questions and concerns and what you expect from your membership in 
TESL Nova Scotia and TESL Canada. As your Board, we will make every effort to keep our members up-to-date with the 
status of TESL Canada.

Nominations: TESL NS Board 2018
Get involved in TESL NS – run for a position on the board 
of directors!  The TESL NS Annual General Meeting will 
be held on Saturday, November 4, during the Fall Confer-
ence. At this time, elections will be held to choose mem-
bers of the executive committee for the coming year. As 
per the TESL NS by-laws, the nomination committee will 
present a slate of candidates, and nominations will also 
be accepted from the floor. To put forward your candida-
ture for a position on the executive committee, send an 
e-mail to info@teslns.com 

____________________

Duties of Officers and Executive Committee Members

8.01 President

The President shall be the presiding officer of the Association, 

the Chairperson of the Executive Committee, and a mem-

ber, ex-officio, of all committees appointed by the Executive 

Committee. The President shall have general supervision of all 

matters and affairs of the Association.

8.02 Vice-president

The Vice-president shall generally assist the President in his/

her duties. In the absence of the President, or in the event that 

the President is unable to complete his/her term of office, the 

President’s duties shall be performed by the Vice-president.

8.03 (8.04) Recording and Corresponding Secretary

The Recording and Corresponding Secretary shall have charge 

of all archives of the Association, shall prepare or cause to be 

prepared and preserved a record of all meetings of the Associa-

tion and the Executive Committee. The Recording and Cor-

responding Secretary shall write and sign general correspon-

dence in the name of the Association when authorized to do so 

by the Executive Committee.

8.05 Membership Secretary

The Membership Secretary shall process memberships, keep 

appropriate records, and manage the membership related 

activities of the Association.

8.06 Treasurer

The Treasurer shall have the care and custody of all moneys 

of the Association, and shall deposit the same in such bank as 

shall be designated by the Executive Committee. The Trea-

surer shall keep, or cause to be kept, a proper set of books of 

account of the Association, and shall exhibit the same to the 

Executive Committee when required. At the Annual General 

Meeting the Treasurer shall submit a report of the financial 

position of the Association which may be subject to audit when 

requested by the membership.

8.07 Communications Coordinator

The Communications Coordinator shall have charge of the 

internal and external communications of TESL Nova Scotia at 

such times and in such a manner as meets with the approval of 

the Executive Committee.

8.08 Members at Large

The Members at Large shall be responsible for carrying out 

special assignments as called upon by the Executive Commit-

tee as determined by the needs of the Association for that 

current year. They may be called upon to act for any other 

Executive Officer except the President, in the event of that 

officer’s absence or inability to fulfill his/her term of office. The 

Members at Large shall assume that position until the next 

Annual General Meeting of the Association, when elections 

shall be held.

Message from the TESL NS Board
RE: TESL Canada announcement that office is closing

mailto:?subject=
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 As you work 
through the questions 
on page 1, consider what 
exactly it is you are at-
tempting to do when you 
are describing or explaining 
meaning. All of us would 
most likely agree that it is 
some form of contextualiza-
tion; deriving meaning from 
context is a skill many of us 
teach, and rightfully so, but 
are we framing it correctly? 
Are students really figuring 
out the meaning from the 
context, or is the context 
derived from the meaning? 
 Although I believe 
both relationships to be in 
play, it is the latter that I would argue has a more im-
portant and intimate role in understanding meaning. 
In short, “meaning is context,” or vocabulary items, as 
we know them, represent “contextual labels.” That is, 
when we use certain vocabulary in a context, we are 
not choosing the word to fit the context; we are simply 
labeling and/or framing the Perceived Contextual 
Characteristics (PCCs) of a situation, a form of Contex-
tual Labeling (CL) or Contextual Framing (CF), if you 
will. 
 The difference between these two concepts 
can be illustrated in Example 1. CL involves labeling 
the PCCs with the vocabulary that interlocutors think 
best represents the situation as they perceive it. 
Choosing the words “get” or “bring” in the context of a 
simple request for something, like beer from a fridge, 
is accurate for the PCCs. With these word choices, we 
wish to be clear and precise, as well as show socio-cul-
tural awareness. However, CF occurs when words are 
purposefully chosen and utilized in contexts that they 

do not accurately la-
bel, as seen with the 
choice of “obtain” or 
“acquire” in this sim-
ple request. These 
words add contextu-
al characteristics not 
normally associated 
with a request of this 
nature (difficulty, 
effort, time, etc.), 
causing a new “con-
textual framework” 
to override the PCCs 
of the actual situ-
ation. This may be 
done for many rea-
sons both intention-
al and unintentional, 

including jokes, familiarity with interlocutor, inside 
knowledge, misunderstandings, or even aggression, 
and would also be common in literary devices such as 
simile and metaphor.
 It is important to note that CL and CF do not 
exist independently of one another, and it is the inter-
relationship between CL and the PCCs of the situation 
that allows for the possibility of CF. This is demonstrat-
ed in Example 2, and it is an interesting illustration of 
how CL, PCC, and CF interact. First, we must consider 
the CL for the words “teach” and “educate.” In my 
opinion, they are as follows:

•  teach: to give, show, and/or tell someone some-
thing that could make their ability to do something 
get better in some way
•  educate: to do something that gives someone 
the things needed to increase their knowledge or 
understanding of something in some way

 Considering CL first, to “teach” someone to 
shoot a basketball brings about images of an in-

Vocabulary and Context  (Continued from page 1)
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structor standing with a student, going through the 
motions, adjusting elbows, and monitoring progress, 
in hopes of achieving an increase in overall ability. 
“Educate,” however, conjures up a different image of 
an instructor providing shot mechanics theory, video, 
diagrams, and demonstrations in order to increase 
their student’s knowledge of the subject of shooting a 
basketball; the ability to shoot is not a necessary goal, 
although it is a possible one. 
 These contrasting images highlight how PCC 
differences are both observed in the real world and 
reflected in our choice of vocabulary. We can also see 
that using the above CL for “teach” can clearly be used 
as a synonym for the second context, as it has a more 
general CL, allowing it a greater range of contexts as 
teaching someone is also a way to increase their ability 
to understand and know things. In contrast, the CL 
for “educate” would be quite unusual, although not 
impossible, to use in the first context where ability 
increase is the goal, and would therefore be a case of 
CF. 
 Another possible case for CF occurs in the use 
of “educate” where the PCCs interact with the CL of 
“educate” to create the CF of “beating,” or “winning.” 
If the PCCs of the situation include a friend walking 
off a basketball court after beating another player in a 
game of 21 (a shooting game), and then wanting to tell 
you how effectively and efficiently they “beat” their 
opponent, they may very well choose to use the CL for 
“educate.” Although it is more likely to be uttered as 
“He got educated!” the speaker still wishes to convey 
the message that “their skill was so much greater than 
their opponent’s that, just by playing them, they have 
given their opponent the things needed (a demonstra-
tion) to increase their opponent’s knowledge of how to 
shoot a basketball, or at least their opponent’s knowl-
edge of how much better the speaker is than them.” 
In this way, does the CL of “educate” interact with the 
PCCs of the situation to allow for the CF of “beat”?
 So, what are the key points that can be tak-
en away from viewing vocabulary in this manner? To 

begin with, it is useful to try to find a single CL for each 
vocabulary choice that allows for the maximum use of 
this term across its full range of contexts. For example, 
saying that “teach” is about “increasing ability to do 
something” allows for the inclusion of both skills and 
knowledge, instead of the more specific CL for “edu-
cate,” where the goal is more directed at increasing 
knowledge alone. Example 3 gives you a chance to con-
sider this, and I invite you to postulate a single CL for 
“give” that allows for its use in as many of its contexts 
as possible. 
 Second, it is important to view synonyms in 
the light of the differences between their CL. The fact 
that synonyms have the same or similar meaning is 
only the tip of understanding, and it is their contextual 
differences that give true understanding to the relation-
ships between synonyms and their possible contexts. 
Again, I invite you to use Example 3 to contemplate the 
key differences in the CL for “present,” “provide,” and 
“supply.” Is their CL more specific or more general than 
“give”? What parameters need to be included in their CL 
to differentiate them from “give”? Or from each other? 
And finally, vocabulary items are first and foremost 
Contextual Labels for our Perceived Contextual Char-
acteristics of a situation, and this Contextual Labeling 
can interact with PCCs to create different messages or 
meanings which can be referred to as Contextual Fram-
ing. 
 Now, for the last time, I divert your attention 
to Example 3, so that you may consider how the CL you 
came up with for each vocabulary item can interact with 
potential PCCs that would allow for CF. For example: At 
a backyard BBQ, “Can you supply me with some ketch-
up for my hotdog?”

_____________________
Kris Mitchell (MA Applied Linguistics) currently works as 
an EAP instructor at Dalhousie University. He has eleven 
years of experience in the ESL/EAP classroom, including 
four years teaching ESL in South Korea. His main areas of 
interest include Semantics, Critical Period Theories, and 
Grammar Instruction.



TESL NS NEWSLETTER / ISSUE #3                                                                                                                                                                                    PAGE 6

Features of Spoken Grammar in the Classroom

This is an article based on part of my master’s disserta-
tion, Analyzing and Addressing Issues in the Produc-
tion of Spoken Discourse in Japanese High Schools. I 
started to write it while I was still living in Japan, with 
the aim of diagnosing the problems my Japanese high 
school students had in producing spoken discourse, as 
well as exploring practical strategies for teaching spo-
ken English that teachers could use in the classroom.

The Tasks
As part of my research, I analyzed recordings of Japa-
nese students performing a variety of speaking tasks, 
looking for ten features of spoken grammar identified 
by Ronald Carter and Michael McCarthy as common 
to spoken English discourse. A small control group of 
Canadian students performing the same tasks was 
also recorded. The goal of this analysis was to ob-
serve whether the Japanese students were producing 
the “natural” features of English employed by native 
speakers.

Results of Analysis
Of the ten grammatical features the transcripts were 
analyzed for, eight (deixis, ellipsis, conjunctions, 
fixed expressions, adverbs, and—to a much less-
er extent—back-channelling, vague language and 
discourse markers) were present in the Japanese 
students’ discourse. Some of those features, such as 
deixis, conjunctions and adverbs, could be explained 
in terms of their close connection to written grammar, 
and the fact that these features are often imbed-
ded in a clause. Some ellipsis, such as the omission 
of subject-verb pairs, could also be explained using 
grammatical rules. It was generally the features of 
spoken grammar occurring outside of a clause, such 
as back-channelling and vague language, that only ap-
peared in small quantities. Tags were not used by the 
Japanese students in the recordings, and flexible word 
order (fronting, heads and tails) was also absent. The 
latter is not generally taught in Japanese high schools; 
perhaps understandably so, as explicit instruction in 
flexible word order could be confusing for students 

by Sarah Jane Blenkhorn
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still struggling to grasp the basic rules of written gram-
mar. This research suggested that there are some key 
features of spoken grammar that Japanese students 
lack when compared with native speakers.

Teaching Features of Spoken Grammar
The explicit observation and practice of spoken 
grammar features could potentially improve students’ 
fluency skills if introduced with activities that demon-
strate natural discourse, teach students to identify key 
features of that discourse, and enable them to practice 
tasks designed to produce those features. In a 2005 
study, Ivor Timmis tested materials focusing on spoken 
language features such as ellipsis, flexible word order, 
vague language and the use of “like,” and found that 
92% of the college-age participants found the tasks 
useful or very useful, and 86% felt they had learned 
something useful about spoken English. Students 
commented on the lack of sentence structure, and not-
ed the flexibility of spoken English, saying that in some 
ways this made speaking English easier. Students may 
find it helpful to know that they are not required to 
learn a completely different set of grammatical rules 
for spoken English, but instead are given a much more 
flexible use of the rules they already understand. 

Criteria of Language Items
Students should likewise be exposed to natural con-
versation. Timmins suggests that for any language 
item to be introduced and taught in the classroom, it 
must satisfy four criteria: it must be useful; it must be 
frequent; it must be complex; and it must be sociocul-
turally appropriate. The recordings used in EFL class-
rooms should also fit Timmins’s two criteria for spoken 
text: they should be engaging and plausibly natural. 

The Well-Designed Task
Finding a balance between authentic native English re-
sources and materials that ESL students can adequate-
ly understand remains a challenge. A well-designed 
task is crucial. Michael McCarthy describes how, in 
advanced learners, certain tasks naturally generate the 

use of such grammar features as discourse markers. 
He suggests tasks that directly raise awareness of 
discourse features such as boundary markers, giving 
as an example a task in which students are given the 
middle of a conversation and write the start and end 
of it. This might also be incorporated into role-play, 
a personal favourite of mine. It would be beneficial 
if students were exposed to and practiced a real va-
riety of task types in the classroom, thus having the 
opportunities to hear and produce different types of 
speech.

References
Carter, R., & McCarthy, M. (1995) Spoken grammar: what 

 is it and how can we teach it? ELT Journal, 49/3, 

 207-218

Carter, R., & McCarthy, M. (1997) Exploring Spoken 

 English. Cambridge University Press

Carter, R., & McCarthy, M. (2001) Ten criteria for a spoken 

 grammar. In E. Hinkel & S. Fotos (Eds.) New 

 Perspectives on Grammar Teaching in Second 

 Language Classrooms (51-75). Mahwah, NJ: 

 Lawrence Erlbaum Associates

Carter, R., & McCarthy, M. (2006) Cambridge grammar 

 of English: a comprehensive guide: spoken and 

 written grammar and usage. Cambridge, UK; 

 Cambridge University Press

McCarthy, M. (1991) Discourse Analysis for Language 

 Teachers.  Cambridge: Cambridge University 

 Press

Timmis, I. (2005) Towards a framework for teaching 

 spoken grammar. ELT Journal, 59/2, 117-125

Timmis, I. (2012) Spoken language research and ELT: 

 where are we now? ELT Journal, 66/4, 514-522

_____________________

Sarah Jane Blenkhorn is a teacher, writer and per-
former. She has a Master’s in TESOL from the Univer-
sity of Birmingham and a Bachelor of Arts in Theatre 
Studies from Acadia University. She taught English in 
Japan for eight years before returning to Nova Scotia, 
where she presently lives and works.
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Dyslexia in the English Language Classroom
by Sophie Paish

About six years ago, I was managing short-term lan-
guage programs at Renison University College. On the 
first day of a new intensive five-week program, we had 
a Chinese student unexpectedly arrive with his father. 
His father did most of the talking and asked if there 
was any room in the highest-level class. The young 
man appeared to have excellent comprehension 
and, when he did speak, he spoke quite well. We had 
space but explained that he would have to take the 
placement test. During his oral interview, he said that, 
though he had strong listening and speaking skills, his 
reading and grammar skills were particularly weak; he 
did not want to go into the highest level as his father 
had suggested. Later, his father expressed disapproval 
upon learning that his son was being put at a lower 
level (i.e. high intermediate). 
 Soon after classes started, the instructor of 
the class came to me and said the young man was 
having some huge difficulties in the class and that, she 
believed, there were underlying (and undiagnosed) 
problems with reading and writing. She questioned 
why he was not at an even lower level, but we found 
that the oral skills of the students below were simply 
not going to challenge him. We soon discovered that 
we were faced with the difficulty of a parental figure 
who would not accept that there may be a learning 
difficulty at play. It was at that time that I asked myself 
whether different cultures viewed learning difficulties 
differently (or perhaps didn’t acknowledge them at all 
due to the stigma and loss of face).

(Mis)spelling
Since then, I have noticed that each semester, I am 
confronted with high-level ESL students who have 
terrible spelling. They pass it off as simply being “a 
bad speller,” but, sometimes, I question if it is more 
than this. I am dumbfounded when I see students 
(of around IELTS 6.5) who still insist on spelling the 

“t-e-h.”  
 Most recently, I had a very high-level franco-
phone student from Switzerland who was writing about 
food. In it, he was writing about his “salat.” As I correct-
ed his writing with him, I indicated that he had made a 
spelling error. He said he always misspelled that word. 
I showed my surprise; after all, salad in French is simply 
salade. After noticing my reaction, he told me that he 
has the same problems in French and often gets letters 
mixed up. He acknowledged his difficulties in reading 
and spelling; he was the first student in ten years to 
have done so. 

What is Dyslexia? 
Youman (2012) describes dyslexia as a “neurobiological 
disorder” which affects “decoding (written word pro-
nunciation) […and…] encoding (spelling).” My knowl-
edge of it is minimal; it extends mostly to that which 
my best friend, who has it, has told me. She and I actu-
ally met in French class in Grade 7, which, if I remember 
correctly, she found very frustrating.  
 Recently, I have done a little bit of reading 
about this topic and have been asking myself two 
simple questions: “How does dyslexia manifest itself in 
languages with different alphabets or characters?” and, 
more simply, “Does it even exist in other languages?” In 
the long-term, I would like to know how to differentiate 
between expected language learning problems and 
reading difficulties that have a deeper root.
 Ganschow et al. (1991) write that a “small body 
of literature suggests that a foreign language learning 
disability does not exist in isolation (Dinklage, 1971; 
1985; Freed, 1987; Levine, 1987); rather, it is thought to 
occur concomitantly with native language difficulties.” 
One could argue that my Swiss student was an example 
of this. However, not only is this 26-year-old suggestion 
based on research from as early as 1971, but I would 
take issue with it as it appears to disagree with most of 
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the other research that I have read. Butterworth and 
Tang (2004) suggest that it is possible to be dyslexic in 
one language but not in another. They studied Amer-
ican and Chinese students and have proven that dif-
ferent parts of the brain are being used when reading 
English and Chinese. English uses a part of the brain 
which processes phonemes, while Chinese uses an 
area which helps to remember visual patterns. Marris 
(2008) concurs that Chinese and English dyslexia result 
from different types of brain abnormalities. According 
to Butterworth and Tang (2004), the frequency of dys-
lexia is about 5-6% higher in English than in Chinese 
(the reported frequen-
cy, in any case). They 
suggest, also, that it is 
likely to affect English 
speakers (and, we 
could assume, learners 
of English) more than 
speakers of languages 
who use other types of 
orthography. 

Orthography
Youman (2012) be-
lieves that orthography 
impacts development and presents different difficul-
ties. (She divides the three main types into alphabetic, 
like English and Spanish; syllabic, like Japanese; and 
logographic, like Chinese). Alphabetic languages can be 
still further divided into shallow (which is a language 
written as it sounds) and deep (which is a language 
which has irregular spelling that doesn’t always follow 
sounds); Spanish and English, respectively, are exam-
ples of these. Youman (2012) proposes that some stu-
dents are unaware of the fact that they have dyslexia 
because they first learned to read with a language with 
shallow orthography. I would assume, then, that we 
could argue that this would also apply for those who 
learned to read with syllabic or logographic orthogra-
phy. There is always the idea that some cultures also 
may not “believe” in learning disabilities, so it remains 

undiagnosed; instead, students may be perceived as 
lazy or unintelligent. Elbeheri et al. (2009) write that 
studies on the occurrence of dyslexia in the Arab world 
are rare and that, generally, it is not viewed as a specif-
ic reading difficulty.

Implications for Teaching Professionals
As professionals, we are all aware of common stu-
dent errors in language learning, but can we identify 
the difference between the process of learning a new 
language and learning difficulties such as dyslexia? It 
would be impossible for a language teacher to iden-

tify dyslexia, simply 
because we are not 
trained to do so. Yet, 
when students arrive 
here with undiagnosed 
difficulties, should it 
not also be partly our 
responsibility to help 
them get the right help 
before they embark 
on an educational 
career which may end 
up being simply too 
challenging?

 Youman (2012) suggests that the typical 
profile for an ESL student with dyslexia is one who has 
a very high level of vocabulary who fails to recognize 
common words even after considerable review, who is 
using phonetic spelling or who is still misspelling very 
common words. As I mentioned previously, I noted the 
incidence of some of my high-level students writing 
“t-e-h” for the. She states that they can also be char-
acterized by slow reading and, when reading aloud, 
reading the text word-by-word without understanding 
any meaning.  
 Simon (2008), a speech-language patholo-
gist, wrote an article published in Reading and For-
eign Language Learning which describes his personal 
experience of dyslexia and his ordeal with trying to 
learn French. His teachers suggested that he could not 
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follow directions and he, as well as they, noted that 
he could not complete work in the time given. This is 
not uncommon in the language classroom, of course. 
He goes on to draw a distinction between Language 
Competence (i.e. knowing something) and Language 
Performance (i.e. doing something) and explains that 
just because something has been learned, it does not 
mean it is available to the dyslexic.

Suggestions for the Classroom
Simon’s (2008) suggestions for the language learner 
include working with an instructor who uses the board 
to visually display structural concepts. As a seasoned 
language teacher myself, I would simply say that this 
is good practice. As a French learner, he also suggest-
ed finding a teacher who would teach the grammar of 
the L2 in the L1. This, of course, might be something 
we would question as so much research indicates that 
speaking only English in the ESL classroom is bet-
ter for the students (and, if nothing else, we have to 
encourage them on a daily basis to do so). Moreover, 
most of our students will not be dyslexic. Finding a 
tutor who can speak the L1 and explain grammati-
cal concepts could be an option, though, of course.  
Youman (2012) backs this up by suggesting that “one-
on-one” classes may be helpful. Both Crombie (2000) 
and Simon (2008) suggest that dyslexic students 
would benefit from a multisensory approach, which 
include playing with blocks which represent structural 
elements and developing charts which summarize 
grammatical principles (Simon, 2008).  
 At Dalhousie, there is a centre dedicated to 
accessibility. I believe that the majority of universities 
have a centre like this. In our most recent course out-
lines at Dalhousie, we have indicated the availability of 
this centre (which also allows for other disabilities and 
religious accommodation), yet I wonder how we would 
initiate change in our curriculum and program should a 
student opt to access it. My knowledge of what to do, 
and how to do it, does not extend this far.  
 As this remains of interest to me, and, per-
haps, others, I wonder if there is anyone out there with 

the training and knowledge to present on this at one 
of our future TESL Nova Scotia conferences. I think an 
awareness of these things can only be for the greater 
good in terms of accommodation.
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As teachers new to the EAL field, we are always on 
the hunt for practical resources and engaging learn-
ing experiences for our students. Working with P to 
12, as well as students of varying abilities, can make 
it overwhelming to sift through everything. These 
are the gems that we took away from our time at 
the TESL Canada 2017 Conference in Niagara Falls, 
Ontario:

Using Music as a Comprehension Tool in ESL/
LINC Lower Level Classroom 
(Hannah Akindele) 
•  Music is a fun learning tool that can be used for all 
ages and abilities. 
•  Sometimes adults need to be reminded that songs 
are not childish if they help us remember words and 
information.
•  YouTube has many great songs for every level and 
age group. Simply searching ESL songs on the site 
brings up a slew of options. 
•  There is also an app called ESL KidStuff Songs for 
Kids.

Blogs and Forums for ESL/EAP 
(Thura Aljubury) 
•  Blogs and forums create a sense of community 
and collaboration.
•  They allow for writing development, multimedia, 
shorter and less formal assignments, reflection, and 
expression of opinions.
•  They provide opportunities for critical thinking and 
enhanced academic learning, and they make learn-
ing interesting. 
•  Students have the opportunity to use English out-
side of the classroom, and this can help to prepare 
those going off to university and college.

•  Challenges include PBLA and access to technology and 
confidentiality concerns raised by public schools. (A Moo-
dle-based program could alleviate some of these issues.)
•  Tasks for students might include weekly posts with 
80-word responses to the week’s reading, formulating 
questions about reading and having students answer 
them, and responding to other students’ posts. 
•  Tips for success include going over online conduct ex-
pectations and/or creating expectations as a class. 
•  Design a rubric and go over it. Rubrics could be provid-
ed each week.
•  Some suggestions for rubrics include Demonstration of 
Knowledge and Compliance with Online Etiquette. 
•  Commonly used sites for blogging include proboards.
com and freeforums.org. These sites are easy to use, 
have no size limit, are customizable, provide mobile app 
options, and you can upload files, host remotely, and 
embed YouTube video.

Developing Oral Language Competencies in Young 
Children Age 5-8 (Grace Thomson) 
Board Games - These games offer great opportunities for 
speaking, listening, peer interaction, and more.
•  Teaching Trove is a great website.
•  Put bingo markers, paper clips, pennies, etc. in a plastic 
sleeve for kids to use.
•  Boards could be a chart with pictures and empty blocks 
around them. Have the students tell each other to place a 
specific marker under, over, beside, to the left, to the right, 
etc. to practice prepositions. 

Picture Talks - This is a simple yet effective way to get all 
ages engaged and talking.  
•  Show students a visual on the computer or in a book 
and have them tell you what they see. A word or two will 
be where many start, but eventually as language grows 

TESL Canada 2017 Conference Take-Aways

by Shelley Gillingham and Allison Baillie

http://proboards.com
http://proboards.com
http://freeforums.org
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Teaching-Trove
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so will teacher-led questions and comments that will 
encourage students to add and share more informa-
tion and ideas. Eventually, students could use these 
pictures as writing prompts and storytelling prompts. 
•  Use two pictures to compare and contrast. Two 
different boats, two buildings in your community, two 
settings, or the pictures in which you need to find 10 
items that have changed from one picture to the other 
work wonderfully. Collecting calendar art is a great 
way to build up your stash!
      
Books - When choosing books, go simple.
•  Piggies in the Pumpkin Patch (by Mary Peterson) is 
great for teaching prepositions.
•  The Doorbell Rang (by Pat Hutchins) is on YouTube. 
If you make paper cookies to split up you can connect 
this to a math lesson.
•  Good Night Gorilla (by Peggy Rathmann) is great for 
working with animals and it has many activities online 
to go along with it.
•  Handa’s Surprise (by Eileen Browne) has very little 
text so you can have advanced students tell a story. 
•  Owl Babies (by Martin Waddell) allows students to 
guess “What do you think they are saying?” There are 
many additional ideas and activities online. 
•  Bear’s Loose Tooth and The Cow Loves Cookies (by 
Karma Wilson) are great for discussing going to the 
dentist. 

Lightening the Load in Literacy: Lesson Plan-
ning, Assessment, and PBLA 
(Setsu Kawahara) 
•  Collect daily newspapers, free publications of local 
papers, flyers, etc.
•  Make photocopies or have copies for each student.
•  Have students turn to a certain page and underline 
this word, circle that word, cross out that word, etc. 
•  The next stage for higher-level beginners could be 
to get them to cut out pictures and write sentences. 
Students could also read headlines and guess what 
the story is about, make up captions for pictures, read 

aloud, discuss articles, and much more. 
 
Engaging Students by Leveraging THEIR 
Technology (Frank Bieri)
Various websites/apps
•  YouTube allows learners to listen to a variety of ac-
cents from all over the world.
•  PowToon is great for making professional-looking 
animated videos.
•  Use Nearpod to create interactive lessons.
•  ZipGrade is an optical scanner app that allows you to 
mark multiple-choice assessments. 
•  Newsela allows you to pick current events articles at 
various reading levels. 

We hope you find these suggestions helpful, practical, 
and easy to use. Have a wonderful year of learning suc-
cesses! 

_____________________

Shelley Gillingham is currently a circuit teacher with the 
Strait Regional School Board. She travels to approximately 
twelve schools to work with English Language Learners 
from grades P - 12. She has eleven years of experience 
teaching high school English Language Arts and Social 
Studies courses, but is eager to work with language 
learners after completing her Master’s in TEAL from Mount 
Saint Vincent University. She is currently working on a 
Graduate Diploma in Curriculum Education at Cape Breton 
University.  

_____________________

Allison Baillie is currently a French Second Language 
and English as an Additional Language teacher with the 
Strait Regional School Board. She graduated with a BA 
(2002) and BEd (2004) from St. Francis Xavier University. 
In 2015 she completed her Master’s in TEAL from Mount 
Saint Vincent University.  With almost 14 years of teaching 
experience, Allison is enjoying her new capacity working 
with international and newcomer students. 

http://PowToon
http://Nearpod
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If you are a hobbyist or enthusiast of any sort, like 
many people, it’s possible you started out by dabbling 
in whatever it is that interests you. What might have 
initially been a curiosity in an activity that a friend or 
relative was engaged in, eventually led to you getting 
your feet wet. Over time, you waded into it and maybe 
even joined a club, be it online or in your community. 
And now, as you are fully 
absorbed by your hobby, 
it is hard to imagine life 
without it, and if you 
were forced to leave it, 
for whatever reason, you 
might feel like the pro-
verbial fish out of water.
 Or like others, 
maybe when you first 
learned of this new ac-
tivity, you were so taken 
that you didn’t need to 
test the waters. Not you! 
You dove right in and 
without a second thought never looked back, as if you 
somehow knew all along that you were destined to do 
it. Now you jump in at any opportunity because it is a 
part of who you are.
 Could it be possible that your hobby is some-
thing that you were pushed into for some other reason? 
Perhaps you only reluctantly approached it because a 
friend or family member really needed you to be with 
them. Was your hobby born out of a class you had 
to take at some point, or lessons that your parents 
imposed on you? It’s not uncommon to find people 
who ultimately become grateful for what was once an 
eye-rolling, obligatory activity that they had to do “just 

because.” And then you might be one of the few who 
accidentally and through no intention of your own or 
anyone else fell into a hobby and can’t recall how or 
even when.
 Of the thousands of hobbies available to us, 
from windsurfing, to stamp collecting, from garden-
ing to online gaming, at least one thing unites how 

we think and speak 
about hobbies: the 
concept of immer-
sion, in particular, im-
mersion in water. The 
immersion metaphor 
is so deeply ingrained 
in how we think, feel 
and speak, that we 
are largely unaware 
of it unless it is point-
ed out or otherwise 
exaggerated, much 
as it is in the opening 
paragraphs of this 

discussion. What’s more, we tend to talk about careers, 
fields of study, as well as many other activities and life 
situations in the same way.
 When we think of metaphor, our thoughts 
quickly move to the literary and poetic, or perhaps to 
a song lyric, but so much of our everyday language is 
fundamentally metaphorical in nature. Identifying their 
underlying concepts and running with them can help us 
to paint a coherent lexical picture for our ELL students 
at any level. Presenting a coherent system of ideas by 
using an image or scenario can be much more illustra-
tive and intuitive than providing a list of “idioms” be-
cause there is a context. As an example of this, imagine 

Of Hobbies, Pools, and Joy
by Gerry Russo, PhD

    COLUMN: Literally Speaking. . .



TESL NS NEWSLETTER / ISSUE #3                                                                                                                                                                                    PAGE 14

a swimming pool with a diving board at the deep end 
and steps at the shallow end. This would be the literal 
expression of a place where one could immerse oneself. 
Now, rather than being filled with water, it is filled with 
“gardening,” “reading,” “bicycling,” or “paper making.” 
Next, let the language 
of interacting with 
a swimming pool of 
water be used for class-
room activities and see 
where this leads you. At 
this point we enter the 
world of the figurative 
expression, or meta-
phor. Immersion is thus 
a conceptual metaphor 
because it is used to 
perceive, think about, 
and express ideas that 
are not exclusively 
literal.
• I got into gardening slowly by helping my uncle when 

I was a kid.
• My brother has started dabbling in astronomy.
• I hear that you took the plunge and bought a house!
 We can then add to the picture by asking indi-
viduals in the class how they prefer to approach a swim-
ming pool: Who jumps right in? Who enters gradually? 
Why do people enter the water differently? Is it a ques-
tion of the temperature of the water? Does swimming 
ability or confidence play a role? Why would someone 
be more or less cautious? Who would avoid the water 
altogether? All of these questions will naturally apply to 
life activities mentioned above: hobbies, careers, fields 
of study and other life choices and situations including 
relationships, homeownership, membership in organi-
zations, and on and on.
 What’s more, we can take the more typical 
forms of this metaphor and be creative in a way that 
others will understand. This extension of a metaphor 
can add to the understanding of a situation and at 

times can be part of a culture’s expression of humour.
• I tried getting my feet wet in accounting, but I wore 

rain boots that day.
• She jumped into her new career only to realize the 

place was teeming with sharks.
 We have to ask 
ourselves why the con-
cept of immersion is 
used in this way; after 
all, if a person remains 
immersed for too long 
– completely under 
water – it usually 
doesn’t end well. The 
key might rest with our 
senses. We perceive 
the world through our 
five senses, yet when 
we are under water, 
how we perceive is 

altered. Our vision is affected, we hear things differ-
ently, we sense the temperature of the water, we taste 
it and have the sense of ocean or chlorine in our nose. 
We are fully engaged with this different environment. 
Now consider what it is like to experience immersion 
in an activity such as dancing, reading, or watching a 
movie. We have a way of suspending our normal lives 
and tuning into the activity, the story, the music, etc., 
and it can even lead to a transcendent or metaphysical 
experience that language is at a loss to describe. We 
might say we “lose ourselves” or that we get “deeply 
involved” or “fully absorbed” in what we are doing. We 
lose our perception of time passing and might even 
forget to eat! The activity becomes our world. Howev-
er, these experiences, just as immersion in water, are 
temporary states and we return to the narrative of our 
lives.
 The perfect English word for immersion de-
scribed this way comes to us from French: enjoy. We 
are in joy – immersed in the emotion – when we en-
gage in an activity that we like. This opens up another 
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productive area of conceptualization and expression: 
we are immersed in emotion and states of mind. (No-
tice the prepositions!)
• He flew into a rage.
• She was in a deep depression
• After the victory, we were in a state of ecstasy.
 An interesting exercise is to see which verbs 
used for entering a pool collocate with which hobbies, 
careers, fields, life situations, and emotions. Which of 
these do you dabble in, jump, wade, fall, or get pushed 
into? Can you get your feet wet in rage? Can you dive 
into linguistics? Can you wade into friendship? Cer-
tain word groupings seem to work, while others do 
not, and yet they are all expressions of metaphorical 
immersion.
 While we can observe coherence in a concept 
such as immersion in both its literal and metaphorical 
expression, exactly how it manifests itself in words, 
as we can see with collocations, might not be entirely 
consistent within any given language. How such a 
concept is expressed across languages could be star-
tlingly different. Moreover, perhaps an entirely differ-
ent concept is used to discuss involvement in hobbies 
or careers, for example. These underlying culturally 
and linguistically appropriate verbal images, what 
Lakoff and Johnson (1980) have called “metaphors 
we live by,” form a conceptual system that underlie 
how we think, what we say and how we envision the 
world. The ability of language learners to access the 
conceptual system of the target language and culture, 
enabling them to understand and express themselves 
with conceptual metaphors, is what Marcel Danesi 
(1994) termed “conceptual fluency.”
 Metaphorically speaking, idioms are many tips 
of many icebergs, and they only hint at the concepts 
that lie beneath. We have all acquired conceptual 
systems allowing us to participate in the the richest, 
broadest, and deepest forms of human communi-
cation, to understand others and to be creative with 
language. While conceptual systems are similarly 

structured across language and cultural groups, they 
are not the same, not universal. Presenting concepts 
such as immersion – what they mean literally and how 
they are used figuratively in language – can help learn-
ers to develop conceptual fluency and to become more 
competent users of the language.
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