
TEAL MANITOBA JOURNAL
VOLUME 26 NUMBER 2 — NOVEMBER 2010



TEAL MANITOBA ARTICLE SUBMISSION GUIDELINES
TEAL Manitoba Article  
Submission Guidelines

TEAL Manitoba Journal welcomes 
submissions from teachers, students, 
academics, and anyone interested in 
the field of teaching English as an 
additional language. There are three 
regular sections in the journal: 

Features: These articles can be theoretical or practical. The range of articles in this sec-
tion includes: classroom-based activities, methods, strategies, workshop presentations, 
theoretical and/or academic perspectives, and issues in the TEAL/TESL profession. 
Articles may include example worksheets, and all articles must include a reference list 
of materials consulted and quoted when writing the article. 

Reviews: Reviews of teaching materials and resources are written by practicing teach-
ers and instructors. In addition, we publish reviews of fiction and nonfiction books, 
websites, articles, movies or anything related to EAL, newcomers and international 
cultures and issues. A bibliographic reference of the resource being reviewed must be 
included with the review. 

Voice Box: Lesson plans, exercises, and resources can be submitted. The
purpose of this section is to provide teachers with a forum to share
resources that have been useful in the classroom.

TEAL News: This section includes updates and news from and about the various as-
sociations and schools that are related to teaching EAL in Manitoba. 

TEAL Manitoba encourages you to make submissions to any of these sections of the 
journal. Please submit articles or article ideas to the editor as a Microsoft Word e-mail 
attachment. Please ensure your submissions arrive by the deadlines listed. 

The editors make final publication decisions, but they regularly seek advice from the 
TEAL Manitoba Executive at its monthly meetings. If you wish to collaborate in the 
editing of your submission, please let the editor know. We appreciate your input and 
assistance. 

Contact: Kevin Carter at khsuz@hotmail.com

The TEAL Journal is the official publication of Teachers of 
English as an Additional Language, and is prepared by The 
Manitoba Teachers’ Society, 191 Harcourt Street, Winnipeg, 
MB R3J 3H2. Opinions of writers are not necessarily those 
of either Teachers of English as an Additional Language or 
The Manitoba Teachers’ Society.
‘Contents indexed in the Canadian Education Index’ 
ISSN 1914-1726.
Articles may be reprinted from this publication with 
acknowledgement of the source. The articles in this 
journal may not reflect the views of the TEAL 
Manitoba executive. TEAL Manitoba does not endorse 
advertisements in the TEAL Manitoba journal.

EDITOR

KEVIN CARTER

CHECK OUT THE TEAL MANITOBA WEBSITE AT

www.teslmanitoba.ca

ARTICLE SUBMISSION DEADLINES  
2010-2011 ACADEMIC YEAR

• February 14 (for March issue)
•  May 16  (for June issue)



TEAL MANITOBA JOURNAL — VOLUME 26 NUMBER 2— DECEMBER 2010 1

TEAL MANITOBA JOURNAL
VOLUME 26 NUMBER 1 — OCTOBER 2010

Teachers of English as an Additional LanguageTEAL MB EXECUTIVE  
2010-2011
PRESIDENT
Kim Hewlett 

VICE PRESIDENT
Sandra Melo

PAST PRESIDENT
Diana Turner

SECRETARY
Simone Kirwan

MEMBERSHIP/ TREASURER
June Shymko and Liana Ferreira

TESL CANADA REPRESENTATIVE
Jennifer Loewen

CCLB REPRESENTATIVE:
June Shymko

SPECIAL AREA GROUP  
(SAG) REPRESENTATIVE
Luisa Igne

JOURNAL EDITOR
Kevin Carter

MB EDUCATION, CITIZENSHIP  
& YOUTH REP
Diana Turner

TEAL WEBSITE MASTER
Diana Turner

MEMBERS-AT-LARGE
Catherine Carlyle
Cheryl Campbell
Maureen Lodge-Zaparnick
Maria Heron
Barbara Young
Katie Cherniack

CONTACT THE EXECUTIVE THROUGH 
TEAL MANITOBA WEBSITE
www.teslmanitoba.ca

voices
PRESIDENT’S VOICE: KIM HEWLETT 2
EDITOR’S VOICE: KEVIN CARTER 3

features
IMPLICATIONS OF IMMIGRANT AND REFUGEE STUDENTS’ IDENTITY AND 
SELF-EFFICACY ON INTEGRATION INTO UNIVERSITY 6
Kaleigh Quinn
AN ABORIGINAL STUDENT’S ACCOUNT OF UNIVERSITY LIFE, INDIGENOUS 
LANGUAGE AND CULTURE 17
Naghmeh Babaee 

reviews
REVISITING PEDAGOGY OF THE OPPRESSED IN THE CONTEXT OF GLOBALIZED ENGLISH 24
Kevin Carter
 

voice box
Storyboards in EAL Teaching     
Jennifer Rogalski with contributions from Margaret Machoko    27

TEAL news
TEAL CONFERENCE 2010                                                                                                               4-5
TEAL MEMBERSHIP FORM                                                                                                              30
EAL LEARNERS FUND                                                                                                                      31
TESL EDUCATIONAL FOUNDATION                                                                                                   31



TEAL MANITOBA JOURNAL — VOLUME 26 NUMBER 2—DECEMBER 20102

voices

PRESIDENT’S VOICE
Kim Hewlett

On behalf of the TEAL Manitoba 
Executive, I would like to thank you 
very much for your support during the 
TEAL Manitoba 2010 Conference! It 
was a pleasure to see so many partici-
pants come together from  kindergar-
ten to adult education on this day in 
the name of English as an Additional 
Language professional development.  
We had the opportunity to celebrate 
the right to learn for all students by 
taking action and empowering change 
in our classrooms, community, and 
the world. As Kielburger states, “It all 
begins with an idea, a dream, and daily 
effort. A better world will come when 
we work hard to create it.” 
I would also like to commend the Co-
Chairs of the TEAL Manitoba Confer-
ence, Sandra Melo and Liana Ferreira 
for their outstanding work and their 
conference committee: Gigi Fallorin, 
Penny Parsons, Melanie Davlut, Diana 
Turner, Mary McCormick, Rebecca 
Perlmutter, and Joanne Schick. They 
spent an enormous amount of time 
planning and organizing this program 
related to the theme of “Celebrat-
ing the Right to Learn: Empowering 
Change and Taking Action in EAL 
Education.” Several TEAL Manitoba 
Executive board members also brought 
their family and friends to assist with 
last minute details the night before the 
conference. 
This conference would not be possible 
if it were not for Gilles Beaumont (The 
Principal of Daniel McIntyre Colle-
giate Institute. TEAL Manitoba would 
also like to make special mention of 
Olga Zaporzan and Brian Magnusson 
(Vice Principals of D.M.C.I) as well 
as the custodial staff and students for 
setting up for the conference and for 
creating a warm and inviting environ-
ment. 
TEAL Manitoba would like to thank 
Diana Turner from Manitoba Educa-
tion and Joanne Schick from the Adult 
Language Training Branch for their 
guidance and assistance related to the 

formation of the program. There were 
a variety of sessions to appeal to all ages 
and we would like to thank the present-
ers for spending their invaluable time 
and effort to creating these sessions for 
this day. The conference committee 
received many positive comments from 
the participants who attended the day. 
Thank you very much for your sup-
port!  Together, we continue to make 
a difference!

Our Services...
 Self-directed English Lessons
 Live Online Teacher & Technical Support
 Community of Learners

EnglishOnline
MANITOBA’S ADULT EAL LEARNING NETWORK

www.myenglishonline.ca 
About Us...
English Online is your opportunity to study 
English anywhere, anytime, in any location. 
email: info@myenglishonline.ca

www.myenglishonline.ca
ONLINE EAL RESOURCE FOR MANITOBANS

 Real World Communication Tasks

 Develop Language Skills for the Manitoba 

   Workplace

 Interact with Real-life Conversations

 Meet Canadian Expectations

 Discover Language Capabilities

email: info@myenglishonline.ca

READING

WRITING

LISTENING

SPEAKING

PRACTICE

Funding providing by Manitoba Immigrant Integration Program
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EDITORS’ VOICE
Kevin Carter

This issue of the TEAL MB Journal 
continues the discussion on the role of 
identity in the learning of an additional 
language. The opening piece by Ka-
leigh Quinn discusses how the identity 
and self-efficiency of immigrant and 
refugee students affects their integra-
tion into Universities. As stated in the 
October issue, this is a critical area of 
concern as the University represents 
access to social and economic capital. 
Many of our EAL learners aspire to 
attend Canadian Universities, but 
without providing them the tools and 
social networks to negotiate the system 
of higher education, the barriers may 
be too much to overcome. 
While some University institutions 
need to do more to support the learn-
ing and integration of EAL students, 
Naghmeh Babaee illustrates that 
progress is being made in the context 
of Aboriginal students. Her work 
shows that the University is having a 
positive role in maintaining Aboriginal 
languages and culture. At first glance, 
the inclusion of this article in a journal 
for teachers of English as an additional 
language seems curious, especially con-
sidering that many Aboriginals have 
English as a first language. However, 
this article stands as a reminder that 
EAL students do not have to be im-
migrants, but can be domestic EAL 
students who present unique challenges 
to the field. It also reminds us of our 
past and the power that pedagogy can 
have in threatening a language and cul-
ture. Recognizing the damage we have 
made to Aboriginal people’s language 
and culture should therefore stand as 
a warning for how we approach EAL 
instruction in a global setting. As Kim 
Jasper from the Canadian Museum 
for Human Rights pointed out at the 
TEAL MB Conference, we have but 
one right, to be who we are. As EAL 
teachers we must ensure vigilance to 
allow our students to be who they 
are, and not necessarily what we want 
them to be.   

The EAL field, with its linguistic and 
cultural diversity, is one in which power 
structures play a role in shaping identi-
ties, both at the global and local level. 
These power structures must therefore 
be studied if we truly desire to develop 
empowering pedagogy for our students. 
A review of Pedagogy of the Oppressed 
(1970) by Paulo Freire is as good a 
starting position as any. The language 
in this book is strong and not all readers 
will embrace its content, but it is also a 
powerful book which has changed the 
way many people view curriculum. I 
include it here as food for thought 
among our readership in the hope that 
we reflect on our practices both locally 
and globally and become greater advo-
cates for our students. 
The final piece is by Jennifer Rogalski, 
with contributions from Margaret 
Machoko. They discuss the use of 
storyboards in EAL teaching. This 
instructional strategy helps to bridge 
the gap between two linguistic groups 
by tapping into their prior knowledge. 
Techniques such as this one help to 
give “legitimate peripheral participa-
tion” (Lave & Wenger, 1991) to EAL 
students, thus contributing to their 
development of a positive identity as 
a student.
Thank you to all of our contributors.
Don’t see something that interests you? 
Would you like to see more lesson plans 
and activities? The TEAL MB Journal 
is your gateway to share the wonderful 
things you do in your classroom and/
or express your opinions on the EAL 
field. We are always accepting submis-
sions and look forward to what you 
have to offer.   

Centre for  
Canadian 
Language 
Benchmarks

www.language.ca

Keep up with all 
things CCLB by 
visiting the Centre for 
Canadian Language 
Benchmarks’ website 
on a regular basis
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TEAL CONFERENCE 2010 CELEBRAT-
ING THE RIGHT TO LEARN: EMPOW-
ERING CHANGE AND TAKING ACTION 
IN EAL EDUCATION

The TEAL Manitoba Conference 
held on October 22 at Daniel Mc-
Intyre Collegiate was a huge success! 
With almost 400 participants rang-
ing from K-12, Adult and University 
EAL Teacher settings, the conference 
boasted an exciting keynote address 
by the Canadian Museum for Human 
Rights, 30 breakout sessions, local 
and global vendors and a fantastic 
publisher’s display.  Keynote speaker, 
Kim Jasper offered the conference 
participants a detailed glance at the 
new museum with spectacular visuals 
that helped to make the vision of the 
museum a near reality. We can hardly 
wait for the project to be finished so 
that all can enjoy the magnificence 
that will be part of our city and the 
world. Participants were also given the 
opportunity to attend a diverse range of 
breakout sessions after delicious nutri-
tion breaks catered by FRESH CAFE. 
The breakout sessions would not have 
been possible without the expertise 
of the presenters. We are grateful for 
having had so many excellent sessions.  
We were thrilled to see so many people 
supporting the vendors and publishers 
too! Finally, who can forget the exciting 
performances by current and former 
EAL students? They did an excellent 
job of reminding us of the gifts and 
strengths in all our learners.
All in all, it was a great day! Thank 
you to all who helped to make this 
day such a huge success.  A special 
thank you goes out to the entire TEAL 
Conference Committee who worked 
tirelessly to help the conference run 
smoothly. We could not have done it 
without you. Thank you to DMCI and 
to all the participants for attending! 
We look forward to seeing you in the 
near future.

Sandra Melo and Liana Ferreira- Confer-
ence Co-Chairs 2010



TEAL MANITOBA JOURNAL — VOLUME 26 NUMBER 2— DECEMBER 2010 5

new
s



TEAL MANITOBA JOURNAL — VOLUME 26 NUMBER 2—DECEMBER 20106

features

Kaleigh Quinn

IMPLICATIONS OF IMMIGRANT AND REFUGEE STUDENTS’ IDENTITY AND 
SELF-EFFICACY ON INTEGRATION INTO UNIVERSITY

North American universities are expe-
riencing increasing rates of attendance 
by immigrant and refugee students 
(Smedley, 1993; Gray & Vernez, 1996; 
Brilliant, 2000). Since newcomers are 
largely young, highly skilled, and edu-
cated in their home country, Canada 
has achieved a “brain gain” through its 
rigorous point system, which recog-
nizes skills, experience, and education 
as assets in the immigration process 
(Duffy, 2000 in Cervatiuc, 2009, p. 
254). Despite these assets, newcomers 
struggle to integrate into the Canadian 
community, and are often faced with 
credential recognition issues compli-
cating their entry into the Canadian 
labour market; as a result, access to 
higher education often represents a 
“primary means of entering Canadian 
society and eventually its economy” 
(Kilbride & D’Arcangelo, 2002, p.11). 
Although admittance into a postsec-
ondary institution may facilitate inte-
gration into the Canadian community, 
university often presents an enormous 
integrative challenge in itself.  On a 
fundamental level, these problems 
result primarily from language barriers 
and the acculturation process; however, 
ultimately complications in the process 
of integration is related not to the 
initial admittance into the institution, 
but in accessing membership to the 
perceived learning community itself. 
Access to this membership is facilitated 
by one’s own linguistic, academic, and 
social self-efficacy, and is affected by 
external and internal factors that play 
a role in validating a newcomer’s pres-
ence in a learning community. These 
issues shape an individual’s perception 
of himself or herself as worthy of mem-
bership to the community, and ulti-
mately facilitate or inhibit integration.

This paper begins by discussing the 

values, priorities, and policies.  As a 
result, postsecondary institutions are 
increasingly being viewed as inclusive 
communities of learning, and “entry to 
university is now set up as both a right 
and imperative of citizenship” (Quinn, 
2005, p 5). However, despite the inclu-
sion implied by the term ‘community’, 
bestowing this title alone does not 
result in inclusion; conversely, Quinn 
(2005) proposes that learning com-
munities can be “deployed as [both] 
an agent of regulation and incorpora-
tion” (p. 1). James and Taylor (2008) 
extend this notion, suggesting that “the 
educational system is not equitable and 
meritocratic as is the common percep-
tion, and as such often fails to respond 
to the diverse needs, interests, and 
aspirations of marginalized students” 
(p. 223). Furthermore, in her study 
aimed at understanding and improv-
ing the access and support of refugee 
students attending postsecondary 
educational institutions in Australia, 
Hannah (1999) reported the feelings 
of one participant, who stated “when 
these courses can have their pick of the 
brightest school leavers, why should 
they give places to mature students 
and refugees who are likely to have lots 
more problems” (p. 159). Clearly, in 
the case of the treatment of immigrants 
and refugees at institutions of higher 
education, the common perception 
is that they act as agents of regulation 
rather than inclusion. It is the purpose 
of this paper to explore and analyze 
the processes of exclusion generated 
by the notion of the university as a 
learning community, and the external 
and internal regulatory processes that 
limit the integration and inclusion of 
these students. 

In the literature that explores the 
notion that institutions of higher 

idea of a university as a community of 
learning, both restrictive and inclusive 
in its policies and practices. It explores 
the methods through which individuals 
can gain access and integrate socially 
into a community, such as social capital 
and self-efficacy. The development of a 
suitable identity to the community in 
the new language is integral to social 
integration, and is examined further 
in the context of the immigrant and 
refugee experience. A discussion of 
challenges encountered in integrating 
into this community follows, relating 
specifically to both external, structural 
barriers, and internal, perceived barri-
ers that may affect this process. The pa-
per then navigates through the issues of 
self-efficacy, particularly the linguistic 
self-efficacy of English as an additional 
language (EAL) speaking immigrants 
and refugees as they affect integration 
into the institution of higher learning. 
Finally, implications of these factors on 
students’ identity formation, and their 
perception of ability to access the learn-
ing community within the institution 
given these realities are discussed. The 
paper draws on the experiences of three 
newcomers to Canada who are cur-
rently attending a Canadian university.

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Institutions of Higher Education: Re-
strictive or Inclusive?

Traditionally, universities have been 
viewed as restrictive and exclusive 
facilities, limiting access to only the 
most elite and academically inclined 
individuals. However, the demograph-
ics of institutions of higher education 
are widening, and the participation of a 
more diverse population is evident; the 
increased accessibility of these institu-
tions is linked to changes in national 
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education are learning communities, 
the term Communities of Practice is 
frequently employed (O’Donnell & 
Tobbell, 2007). While there is insuf-
ficient room within this work to fully 
discuss the idea of a community of 
practice, a preliminary understanding 
of the aspects most closely related to 
this research is essential. According 
to Lave and Wenger (1991), who first 
presented the term, a community of 
practice positions the learner within 
a wide participatory network of social 
processes; from this perspective, learn-
ing and meaning-making is reliant on 
interaction, rather than an autonomous 
task to be performed in silence and 
solitude. Full access to a community of 
practice is not accomplished by simply 
entering a new workplace, or enrolling 
at an educational institution; instead, 
“on entry to a given community, 
learners are legitimate peripheral par-
ticipants, who with experience, (may) 
become full participants with the at-
tendant identity shifts” (O’Donnell 
& Tobbell, 2007, p. 315). I wanted 
to understand the extent to which 
research participants had positioned 
themselves within this learning com-
munity, and how their perception of 
self-efficacy in relevant skills required 
in higher education had helped to earn 
this position. 

ACCESSING THE LEARNING COMMUNITY

Through their pilot program Bridging 
the Solitudes, which provides sup-
port to students who gain admission 
to university through a small access 
program, James and Taylor (2008a; 
2008b) discuss how minority students 
reconcile their presence within an edu-
cational institution. On this subject, 
Lewis, a participant in their program 
observes “education will get you to the 
station… There might be a barrier that 
won’t let you onto the actual train… 
But at least you’re there –you have the 
opportunity to jump onto the train and 
sure there are roadblocks there, but at 
least you’re on the platform” (James 
& Taylor, 2008b, p. 568). From this 
perspective, it requires confidence, 
skill, and resilience to overcome the 

barriers that prevent full access into a 
community; admission, or the “ticket”, 
only gets you so far. Barriers that pres-
ent roadblocks in this navigational 
process can be both external and in-
ternal. Of external barriers, James and 
Taylor (2008) suggest, “institutions, 
through their various authoritative dis-
courses and inequitable practices, both 
privilege and marginalize, reward and 
oppress students” (p. 224); therefore, 
external barriers established by the 
institution may result from its policies, 
procedures, and values. Internal barri-
ers, however, may begin with a “crisis 
of entitlement”, in which questions of 
the legitimacy of their presence are in-
ternally posited (O’Donnell & Tobbell, 
2007, p. 313); this crisis may be related 
to self-efficacy in linguistic, academic, 
and social skills.

While an examination of these institu-
tional structures is significant, as they 
are the primary agents limiting and 
permitting access to the community 
of learning, an understanding of how 
individuals negotiate access in spite of 
these barriers is pertinent to this discus-
sion. As discussed by Hodkinson and 
Hodkinson (2003, p. 5), “a learner’s 
current dispositions to learning can 
be understood only through their 
past lives, including their position 
in relation to various fields that they 
occupied, together with their experi-
ences and interactions with others, in 
the past and the present (in Camp-
bell, Verenikina & Herrington, 2009, 
p.650); understanding the malleable 
attitudes of participants that are shaped 
by both social and cultural experiences 
is integral in negotiating through the 
process of integration. Wenger’s model 
of Communities of Practice (1998), 
however, does not acknowledge the 
significance of the identity of the in-
dividual in the learning processes that 
occur within the community. Although 
one’s identity might not be significant 
in the discussion of the learning that 
occurs within the community, it is 
certainly significant in the process re-
quired to access full participation in the 
learning community (James & Taylor, 
2008 a&b; Campbell, Verenikina & 
Herrington, 2009).

CHANGING IDENTITIES TO FACILITATE AC-
CESS INTO THE LEARNING COMMUNITY

As O’Donnell and Tobbell (2007) dis-
cuss, “success in an educational institu-
tion” relies on full access to the learning 
community, which in turn requires 
individuals to “adopt and perform the 
valued practices of that community” 
(p. 315).  Identity must be shifted to 
align one’s values and behaviours with 
those of the institution, which suggests 
the problems inherent within the idea 
of a ‘community’. Young (1990), a 
social theorist, discusses this notion 
that “community is an understandable 
dream… but politically problematic… 
because those motivated by it will 
tend to suppress differences between 
themselves, or implicitly to exclude 
from their political groups persons 
with whom they do not identify” (p. 
300 in Quinn, 2005, p. 7). Therefore, 
communities can be exclusionary, re-
stricting access to those with different 
values, experiences, and backgrounds. 

Identity development is a complex on-
going process that must be constantly 
revisited. 
West (1992) defines identity as related 
to the need for recognition, integration 
and identification, safety, and security. 
Identity is not an immutable construct, 
but “a contingent process involving 
dialectic relations between learners 
and the various worlds and experiences 
they inhabit and which act on them” 
(Ricento, 2005, 895). Norton (2000) 
emphasizes that reorganization of one’s 
identity and relationship to the social 
community occurs as one invests in 
language (p. 10); Cervatiuc (2009) 
expands that successful language 
learners reject the identity of a socially 
marginalized individual, and instead 
“believe that identities are constructed, 
negotiated, and shaped by choice and 
human agency” (p. 263).

Access to a community, then, is 
achieved through the identification 
and interaction with members of the 
community, and the establishment 
and leveraging of social capital. So-
cial capital is the resource generated 
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through relationships with others; in 
the case of a community of practice, 
the strongest social capital is generated 
through interaction with established 
members of the community. As Quinn 
(2005) describes, “learning commu-
nities are seen as places where social 
capital and learning can be maximized 
in a productive relationship between 
the social network and the learning 
environment “ (p. 6). Bourdieu (1977) 
argues that in environments such as an 
institution of higher education, where 
social relations may be imbalanced, 
“language becomes an instrument 
of power” (p. 648). In this situation, 
linguistic self-efficacy and competence 
acts as social capital in relation to the 
learning community (Dagenais, 2003, 
271). Therefore, language is a tool used 
to gain social capital, and is achieved 
through social exchanges .

Immigrants and refugees are disad-
vantaged, not only in that they have 
lower language competence, but also 
in that they have lower linguistic 
self-efficacy, which then determines 
with whom they feel comfortable 
engaging in dialogue (Cervatiuc, 
2009). Generally, this comfort lies 
in non-native speakers, and thus less 
social capital is developed. C. Deprez 
(1994), M. Heller (2000), and K. 
Woolard (1989) have sufficiently 
“demonstrated how language serves 
to build social status, secure group 
solidarity and resist marginalization” 
(Dagenais, 2003, p. 272). Therefore, 
given that immigrants and refugees 
generally have limited support net-
works, and few connections within 
the community, the opportunity to 
generate social capital, and thus gain 
membership to the community of 
practice, is extremely limited.  Social 
interactions that do occur are general-
ly with other immigrants and refugees 
with whom the individual identifies, 
which generate little social capital in 
relation to the learning community in 
question. Therefore, reduced linguis-
tic and social self-efficacy can limit 
access to this community.

THE EFFECT OF SELF-EFFICACY ON INTE-
GRATION

The ability of an individual to success-
fully integrate into the community of 
practice accessible within institutions 
of higher education is related to identi-
ty, identification with individuals who 
are already a part of that community 
and one’s social capital. These are often 
related more to the perception of one’s 
linguistic, social, and academic skills as 
being sufficient for the demands of the 
situation, rather than their actual capa-
bilities. In a study investigating the ef-
fects of this perceived ability, or self-ef-
ficacy, in academic skills on stress levels 
in college students, Zajacova, Lynch, 
and Espenshade (2005) determined 
that self-efficacy relating to a particular 
academic task was an extremely useful 
predictor of academic success in the 
same task (p. 679). Bandura (1993) 
extends this idea, suggesting that im-
proved self-efficacy increases students’ 
determination and perseverance with 
challenging academic activities (in 
Zajacova et al., 2005, p. 679). This idea 
can be extended to language and social 
tasks. In her survey of the linguistic 
identity formation of adult immigrants 
to Canada who self-identified as suc-
cessful professionals who were highly 
adept in English, Cervatiuc (2009) 
found that “even after mastering Eng-
lish at a high level of proficiency and 
understanding the target culture well 
enough to be able to function in the 
native speakers’ group and to achieve 
professional success, participants did 
not feel that [they had gained] full 
membership into the “imagined com-
munity of Native Speakers” given their 
uncharacteristic cultural identity (p. 
263). Norton (2000, 2001) extends 
that a ‘negative self perception’ with 
regard to membership in the desired 
of “imagined” community, may result 
in nonparticipation. Therefore, confi-
dence in one’s skills, a factor that relates 
to and is mitigated by both internal and 
external elements, has a significant im-
pact on integration; lack of confidence 
in one’s language, social, and academic 
abilities and low self-esteem may result 
in decreased academic success and 

perseverance, may therefore position 
immigrant and refugee students in an 
“at risk” category, thus tagging them 
for increased support.

METHODOLOGY

The objectives of this research are pri-
marily to record the perceptions and 
experiences of newcomers attending 
postsecondary academic institutions, 
to describe students’ understandings 
of their self-efficacy in language, aca-
demic, and social tasks, and to analyze 
the implications of these factors in 
students’ academic experiences, and to 
collect and synthesize scholarly mate-
rial on the self-efficacy of newcomers 
and minorities in Canada, and their 
adjustment within postsecondary aca-
demic institutions.

Theoretical Framework and Position-
ality

As an EAL educator of newcomers 
within a small Canadian university, 
I regularly hear about the challenges 
faced by current and past students 
within the larger university context. 
Students who are confident, social, 
articulate, critical thinkers within the 
context of an EAL environment often 
disclose an absence of these traits with-
in content-area courses. From a critical 
theory perspective, I am interested in 
how a postsecondary institution may 
privilege the majority, and marginalize 
the minority populations. I hope to 
investigate how this marginalization 
may impact one’s self-efficacy and sense 
of identity, and through this research, 
strive to “empower the powerless and 
transform existing social inequalities 
and injustices” (McLaren, 1994).

In the following sections, I address the 
profiles of the three participants, and 
discuss the themes that emerged from 
the interviews. These themes include 
a presence of external challenges such 
as lack of credential recognition and 
unfamiliarity with the educational 
institution, and the implications of 
linguistic self-efficacy, an internal 
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challenge that often manifested itself 
in academic and social self-efficacy, on 
overall integration with the institution. 
Finally, a discussion and analysis of the 
themes, and concluding implications 
are offered.

Recruitment of participants

Participants were recruited through 
an immigrant resource center that 
provided adjunct support services to 
this population enrolled in a small 
Canadian university. Participation was 
voluntary, and participants responded 
via word-of-mouth and a poster adver-
tising the project posted in the resource 
center. The experiences and challenges 
of the three participants were docu-
mented through a 90 minute interview 
followed by a subsequent meeting to 
clarify and verify the content of the 
transcripts. Interview questions, devel-
oped specifically for this research, are 
included in the appendix. Interviews 
were transcribed by the researcher 
immediately following each interview, 
and emergent themes were analyzed, 
encoded, and cross-referenced to exam-
ine how each student conceptualized 
his/her experiences.

Methods

In analyzing the results of the data 
collected, I approached their percep-
tions of their experiences as the truth 
for them. Furthermore, I interpreted 
the implications of shared information 
given that individual’s construction, 
rather than holding it as a perfectly true 
reflection of reality; this acknowledged 
the “culturally rich methods through 
which interviewers and interviewees, 
in concert, generate plausible accounts 
of the world” (Silverman, 2000, p. 
823, in James & Taylor, 2008, p. 573.) 
Therefore, although I approached this 
research from a critical theory per-
spective, investigating how systemic 
marginalization of minority students 
within an academic institution may 
impact one’s self-efficacy and sense of 
identity, I strove to maintain a neutral 
standpoint that recognized all per-
spectives. I recognize that the ways in 
which I asked questions and the ways 

in which students felt comfortable 
responding may have been affected by 
the fact that my methodology seeks to 
‘empower the powerless’. Furthermore, 
I realize that students’ articulations of 
their perceptions may be skewed be-
cause I did not share their minority or 
socio economic status of the interview-
ees. However, we shared a common 
status as students, which was a title 
that both the participants and myself 
identify heavily with; this established 
some common ground and helped to 
facilitate a positive rapport and open 
dialogue in the initial encounter. 

Although participants were willing 
volunteers and were consulted to 
ensure I portrayed their stories in 
an authentic and truthful way, the 
issue of representation based on my 
majority-status representation of their 
minority-affected experiences is an is-
sue that should be considered. Many 
researchers have commented on this 
“crisis of representation (Tierney, 
2002), stating that it is an issue that 
any ethical researcher must concern 
themselves with. However, participants 
trusted me in representing their story 
reflects their confidence in my ability 
to do justice to their stories. 

QUESTIONS

The major questions guiding my 
research, and the content of the retro-
spective, in-depth interviews, revolved 
around research participants’ percep-
tions of their social and academic self-
efficacy. Specifically, I explored their 
perspective with regard to the following 
questions:

1. How do immigrant and refu-
gee students understand and navigate 
their sense of identity and belonging 
within postsecondary academic institu-
tions in their host country?
2. How do immigrant and 
refugee students within postsecondary 
academic institutions reconcile their 
own understanding of their ascribed 
status and achieved status in Canada 
as compared to in their home country?
3. How does an immigrant and/

or refugee’s self-efficacy in his or her 
language skills, academic skills, and so-
cial skills affect his/her understanding 
of their sense of identity and belong-
ing? How does formal recognition of 
prior learning affect a student’s self-
efficacy in performing similar skills in 
a new environment?

FINDINGS

The Participants

Judoney
Born in Haiti, Judoney immigrated to 
Canada in his mid-twenties through 
the Provincial Nominee Program. 
Although his sister and her family also 
live in Winnipeg, the rest of his fam-
ily remains in Haiti, recently driven 
out of Port au Prince by the January 
2010  earthquake. In Haiti, Judoney 
completed his B.A. in Economics, 
and was employed by the Ministry 
of Economics while working towards 
completing his Masters in Economics 
through a cooperative program. How-
ever, everything that he had “designed” 
for his future in Haiti was left behind 
when he entered Canada. Since arriv-
ing, he has worked for a company as an 
uncertified accountant, and after com-
pleting the necessary English courses 
to raise his English level, he enrolled 
in the Certified General Accountants 
program at the University of Manitoba 
in the fall of 2009. 

Camilla
Camilla, the middle child in a family 
of five, lived in Somalia for 9 months 
before her family went to a refugee 
camp in Kenya. Entering high school 
as a 16 year old in Winnipeg with 
only a limited access to education be-
yond 7 years of age, resulted in many 
challenges, linguistically, socially, and 
academically. Since coming to Canada, 
Camilla graduated from high school 
and enrolled in first year university 
in the fall of 2009. She is a leader in 
her community, and has spoken to 
immigrant youth groups about her 
challenges, successes, and the steps 
necessary to attend university.

Ahlam
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As a mother of five, Ahlam has encoun-
tered many challenges since leaving 
her home country of Iraq as a Kurdish 
refugee. After living as a political exile 
in Turkey, the United Nations accepted 
her family as refugees into Canada, and 
they were sent to Winnipeg, which 
Ahlam recalls she couldn’t find on a 
map, and didn’t want to immigrate to 
because of the cold climate. Since ar-
riving in Winnipeg, she has attended 
both full- and part-time English lan-
guage courses, and has been a part time 
university student working towards 
application to a Masters program.

In sum, all students were relatively 
recent newcomers who came from a 
developing nation, lived in the Win-
nipeg area, attended a postsecondary 
institution, and sought support through 
the immigrant support resource center 
affiliated with one of the institutions. 
Although each was eager to pursue his/
her studies, the participants recognized 
significant external and internal bar-
riers that were preventing their full 
participation and integration into the 
institution, and spoke to their hope that 
change would be effected to alter this 
frustrating and unjust reality. 

Results and Analysis
The interviews revealed common chal-
lenges experienced by the participants 
affecting successful integration into the 
institution related to both external and 
internal factors. External issues affect-
ing the success and ease with which 
participants indicated that they were 
able to integrate into the postsecondary 
environment resulted from systemic 
concerns within the institution: namely, 
credential recognition (or a lack of ) 
and the unfamiliarity of participants 
with the system itself. Internal issues 
affecting integration into the institu-
tion resulted primarily from linguistic 
self-efficacy. Furthermore, confidence 
in language skills had implications 
in academic self-efficacy and social 
self-efficacy. All of these factors ulti-
mately affected the integrative success 
as articulated by participants within the 
institution. Regardless of self-efficacy 
and positive or negative constructions 
of the implications of the above factors, 

all participants were persistent and 
resilient in their studies. 

External Factors Affecting Integra-
tion: Structural Concerns

Credential Recognition

Credential recognition is a well-doc-
umented source of concern for older 
immigrants entering Canada. Although 
the Credential Recognition Program 
and the Professional Immigrant Pilot 
Project are currently being imple-
mented provincially to systematically 
recognize prior learning and experience 
in order to facilitate integration into the 
workplace, credential recognition is still 
an enormous setback for individuals. 
Many immigrants may encounter situ-
ations in which their past experiences 
and accomplishments are unrecognized 
and viewed as insignificant (Brilliant 
et al., 2000). Failure to recognize and 
validate an individual’s learning, ac-
complishments, and experiences can 
drastically reduce self-efficacy and 
academic self-esteem.  As Zajacova et al 
(2005) have suggested, academic self-
efficacy is the best predictor of academic 
success; as a result, failure to recognize 
previous learning and qualifications 
has a significant impact on students’ 
self-efficacy, and in turn on students’ 
academic success and integration.
During the interviews, participants 
spoke about the implications and frus-
trations resulting from lack of credential 
recognition, as well as the unique ways 
in which they have coped with these 
challenges.

Judoney:  Since I’ve arrived I’ve been 
like an alien. Really, everything I’ve 
done was like give up…It feels horrible 
to be at the point where you have to 
start everything from scratch... Your 
study was not recognized because it was 
from somewhere else... It’s a credential 
recognition problem. They will say that 
they don’t know what they teach you 
or whatever they know that was fine to 
say. They don’t know; that’s how it is.

Ahlam was better versed in systemic 
dismissal of credentials, as she expe-
rienced a 

similar issue in her home country; 
”I was supposed to be a teacher back 
home, but the government didn’t give 
me a job because I’m Kurdish.” Al-
though this didn’t deter her from pur-
suing postsecondary education, she was 
considerably more cynical and worn  
down by the experience and rejection, 
seemingly disappointed that it would 
happen here too. 

Implications of this systemic concern 
are dependent on internal factors and 
perceptions of the individual, resulting 
potentially from the personality and 
previous experiences of 
the individual. Ahlam voiced that cre-
dential recognition is now fuelling her 
decisions for selecting specific postsec-
ondary pursuits- although she is com-
mitted to completing a degree here, 
and eventually enrolling in a Masters 
program, she is no longer attentive to 
her own interests and strengths- only 
to the recognition of credentials and 
the granting of completed credit hours 
from the university.

Ahlam:  I brought all my documents to 
apply [to social work], but I said, if they 
give me less than this other program, 
then I will not go here. I only want to 
go where I get the most credit hours 
completed. If I get more credits then 
I have now, then I will move from the 
University of Winnipeg to here…. I 
said, if they give me less credits than I 
have now, then I don’t need.

Judoney, however, has adopted a dif-
ferent perspective to cope with the 
situation, and remains positive in the 
face of these frustrations. Despite these 
problems and injustices, he states that 
his prior knowledge “is really useful 
in this program, because a part of it 
for me is a revision, but it is a revision 
in another language…I have already 
studied English in my country back 
home, so those two combined it gives 
something much easily for me to un-
derstand when we are in class.” In fact, 
his knowledge in the program based 
on his background has made him a 
commodity in the class: “they gather 
with me because of that. Because I can 
tell them easily what the story means 
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of the kind of case study or statement 
or something.” Despite this positive 
perspective, Judoney concludes of his 
integrative problems that as an immi-
grant “it’s always about credentials… 
Credential recognition is the biggest 
problem.”

When the system does not recognize an 
individual’s credentials and experiences 
as valid, the problem extends deeper 
than to the amount of time and money 
required to receive similar credentials 
and experience in the new environ-
ment. It positions the learner within 
a deficit framework, and denies the 
validity of the individual’s established 
identity, restricting access into the 
imagined community in which they 
feel they belong (Pavlenko &  Norton, 
2007). The power structures are clearly 
delineated, and are firmly implicated 
in the learner’s self-perception and 
self efficacy. The learner no longer has 
agency to negotiate his or her identity 
and gain membership into community 
of practice, which affects the learner’s 
investment in his/her current program.

Lack of Familiarity with Postsecond-
ary Educational System 

An additional external, systemic con-
cern faced by participants is a lack 
of familiarity with the educational 
system. They identified failure of the 
educational institution to educate and 
counsel themselves and their peers 
on the “system” of the university as 
a significant setback in their integra-
tion. This issue recurred repeatedly 
throughout Ahlam’s interview, and she 
reiterated her frustrations that “no one 
told me about the system.” 
Ahlam:  What is the system in Canada? 
I didn’t even know, what is 1000 level, 
what is 2000 level. I didn’t know even 
those because nobody told me… The 
problem I get is from the system. The 
system is different, and everyone I meet 
tells you different things. Each univer-
sity has a different system. And I found 
they don’t care about your background, 
they don’t care about your personality, 
and they don’t care about your ability. 

Although Ahlam articulated pride that 

she was able to achieve high marks in 
her first three courses despite the fact 
that she “didn’t know what is 3000 
level, what is 4000 level”, ultimately, 
it has resulted in internalizing the sys-
temic problems she has encountered. 
Of the challenges she has met since she 
immigrated to Canada, Ahlam states, 
“It is a long story, and a very complex 
case. And I don’t like to talk to any-
one about that, because I feel they are 
bored and don’t want to listen to that 
problem.”  She has internalized the 
issues presented by the post secondary 
educational institution, and feels the 
difficulties and challenges presented 
by the system are aimed specifically 
at her because she causes many prob-
lems. When she was told conflicting 
information, she conveyed that she 
asked, “Why are you lying to me?” 
feeling that others would more read-
ily believe a university employee than 
her; “why would he listen to me- I’m 
just an immigrant.” She internalized 
the actions of the workers and the 
systemic problems, thinking they were 
done purposely because she is “just 
an immigrant”, and that the actions 
were taken deliberately to cause her 
grief because “none of them like me. 
None of them like me.” Concluding 
by reasoning that university employees 
don’t like her “after they found my case 
is very complex and they get bored and 
they cannot do anything for me, and 
I argue with them”, she laments that 
“nobody face a bigger problem than I 
have.” These concerns culminated in 
her deciding to quit university initially, 
“because I was new in Canada, and no 
one told me about the system.”

In her investigation of the experi-
ences of refugees at university, Han-
nah (1999) reported similar findings. 
She states that one of the participants 
admitted of the application and ac-
ceptance process that “I thought it 
was complex because they didn’t want 
me” (p. 160). She too had internalized 
the problems presented within the 
institution. Although Hannah (1999) 
described that the participant was able 
to laugh about the irrationality of the 
assumption during the interview; she 
states that “it reflects the degree of 

alienation she experienced as a student” 
(p. 160).

Although she did not internalize the 
problems that she encountered, Camilla 
identified similar concerns resulting 
from both systemic problems and a lack 
of familiarity with university resources:

Camilla:  bWhen I came to university, 
I found that it was a really different 
environment that I was going into, 
because of the big classes, and the profs 
is not like the high school teachers.  
This was really difficult for me. I think 
that I wasn’t able to do it. And also the 
school, there are a lot of students. It 
was really hard. 
In fact, discomfort with the large 
class sizes resulted in her dropping an 
important class; Camilla was deterred 
from continuing in a class because 
of the large, impersonal nature, and 
unfamiliarity with resources available 
to students. 

Camilla:  The psychology class it was 
huge. It was a theatre with about 200 
students I think. And I was going to 
get lost. He was using PowerPoint, but 
I thought even that it is confusing. So 
I dropped, and I was going to take it 
again, but the class was full.

The size and impersonal nature of the 
classes, as well as a lack of familiarity 
with the system resulted in a decrease 
in her self-efficacy. In the theater-style 
lecture halls, she stated, “when I look 
around I think everyone is more edu-
cated, they can do it, I just told myself. 
They will be better than you. I always 
tell myself this in that kind of class.” 
However, in a smaller class, she voiced 
that she felt more comfortable and that 
she felt 
she would be able to succeed. She stated 
that it was difficult to understand the 
objectives and expectation of the profes-
sors in that the teaching is very different 
from her experiences in a Canadian 
high school. However, as a result of 
previous exposure to a support network 
through a bridging program through 
the immigrant resources 
support center available within the uni-
versity, she was more capable of coping.

features
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Camilla:   I was going to the [immi-
grant resource center] and I got help 
there and sometimes if I don’t under-
stand something like a rule, then I ask 
students there and they help me. Rules 
like dropping classes. Why do you need 
to drop them before a certain day? I 
said they are like, dropping class last 
day is the 23rd of January. And I said, 
what do you mean? What if I don’t 
drop it before that day? Is it going to 
affect your credit your GPA?

Because Camilla found the support 
she needed in this center she articu-
lated that 
she was more able to be successful in 
the institution. 
Judoney found problems in the re-
quirement for online participation and 
course delivery, a concern that Ono 
and Zavodny (2008) state is common 
in the experiences of refugees and 
immigrants. Although information 
technology (IT) skills significantly af-
fect access to employment, academic 
opportunities, and public engagement, 
“groups that are already marginalized 
may have fewer opportunities to use IT 
and acquire technological skills than 
do privileged groups,” including im-
migrants in this marginalized category 
(p. 1456).

Judoney:   I am much more used to 
human interaction. And I know here it 
is much more technology interaction. 
Much more technological. You don’t 
see anyone, you don’t know anyone, it 
is just an email... Like last week they 
changed the schedule at the last min-
ute. At least call me and if you don’t 
find me leave a message. I don’t have 
the Internet, and I am not connected 
to the Internet 24/7… The design of 
the website is kind of full, and everyone 
is kind of lost. Some people get used 
to it by going to it every time, but for 
me it is way too much. I prefer to read 
the book.

However, Judoney recognizes that ev-
eryone has similar concerns and that 
he is not the only one; “everyone is 
kind of lost.”

Although the participants identified 
that they were able to cope with these 
setback through different strategies, a 
poor understanding of the system and 
lack of credential recognition substan-
tially affected the quality of students’ 
experiences; it influenced students’ 
self-confidence and self-efficacy in their 
ability to navigate the system.

Internal Factors Affecting Integra-
tion: Linguistic Self-Efficacy

While the limitations created through 
systemic concerns affected students’ 
self-efficacy, internal factors played 
both a more influential role in the 
integrative process. Students’ own 
understanding of their linguistic 
confidence was often shaped by their 
formal achievement in tests, but their 
self-confidence, rather than their actual 
test scores, was both a much more 
limiting and enabling factor on their 
success. Based on participants’ inter-
view responses, linguistic self-efficacy 
affected students’ academic self-efficacy 
and social self-efficacy, which in turn 
affected their integration into the aca-
demic institution.

Academic self-efficacy/performance:

Students’ self-efficacy in their linguistic 
skills was initially affected by formal 
external acknowledgement of their 
skill. Lower results on a placement test 
shook Judoney’s linguistic self-efficacy, 
although he was confident prior to 
the exam. Furthermore, a potentially 
inaccurate assessment of his writing 
skill prevented faster enrollment in 
university, and thus integration into 
the academic community. Because of 
his faith in the system, which suggested 
that he shouldn’t enter university 
with that language benchmark level, 
Judoney postponed his entrance into 
the Certified General Accountant 
program.

Judoney:  When I came I was 
very confident that I had no problems 
with my English… until I had this test 
telling me that my writing level was ya, 
was really weak for my expectations. 
Below average. I think really really 

below average, and that was where I 
was hit…I get [CLB] 6, and it was re-
quired for me that I took some writing 
class. So what was supposed to be the 
strongest of my skills was measured at 
the weakest.

Therefore, there was a shift in his 
confidence and self-efficacy because 
of testing protocol. Judoney, however, 
did not internalize this low assessment, 
even thought it did ‘set him back’ in 
terms of the rate at which he eventually 
entered university and returned to his 
pursuit of academics. Instead, he ratio-
nally reflected, “there are so many other 
conditions as well that can explain that 
doesn’t depend on the test itself. That 
you are not inspired when you took the 
test, and you won’t to write anything, 
if you are not inspired, particularly in 
another language.”

Ahlam, however, ignored the implica-
tions of her CLB placement at level 4 
as well as the warnings of her teacher: 
“I told her I was going to do it [enter 
university], but she said, ‘How, your 
English level is not 7. You can’t do it.” 
However, although she enrolled in 
university despite these warnings and 
succeeding in her courses, she remains 
despondent and dissatisfied, frustrated 
with her experiences. Again, Judoney 
and Ahlam were positioned as mere im-
migrants, and denied and discouraged 
from entering the imagined commu-
nity to which they felt they belonged; 
they no longer had any agency in their 
choices or English identity construc-
tion (Norton, 1997).  

An additional implication that lin-
guistic skills had on the academic self-
efficacy of participants was in exerting 
a substantial force in the process of 
selecting suitable courses and programs 
that students decided to enter. Because 
of their lack of confidence in particular 
academic skills, namely writing, differ-
ent course and program selection was 
made than would have been otherwise. 

Ahlam:  Another thing [in addition to 
credential recognition] that stopped 
me a lot from Criminal Justice and 
Conflict Resolution is my English. 
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There is a lot of reading and writing… 
I was scared a lot about writing.

Camilla:  I would really like to 
take International Development course 
and really work with immigrants. But, 
in order you to work I have to take 
International Development, you need 
a lot of writing and reading, That’s why 
I’m taking these courses. But I’m really 
interested in working with immigrants, 
and that’s the kind of job I want.

Therefore, for Camilla and Ahlam, their 
academic skills dictated what they chose 
to study.

Although Ahlam stated that she has 
tried not to let her language skills hold 
her back from attending courses, she 
feels that there is an injustice in how 
much time it takes for her to complete 
assignments.

Ahlam: I always am angry, and I’m 
thinking how to do my assignments. 
It takes me 2 weeks [but] maybe Ca-
nadians students they finish it in one 
hour. For me I take books from the 
university, I go and speak to other 
people, but nobody tells me anything... 
I try to connect that with the lecture, 
because I attend the lecture always. And 
sometimes until 4am I was sitting to do 
that.

She articulates that her academic prob-
lems are not only related to language 
skills, but she identifies her capabilities 
in reference to her peers as well: “You 
have to 
have a good background, and you have 
to go study a lot. They [classmates] can 
do this easily, but I don’t have that abil-
ity because I have a lot of commitments. 
I don’t have 100 hours to spend on the 
computer.” Her successes and failures 
are  both described in comparison to 
her peers.

Judoney, however, has high academic 
self-efficacy, and sees that his academic 
situation is not too dissimilar from 
his peers. In general, Judoney remains 
very positive about his abilities in this 
program, and despite the injustices of 
credential recognition, reframes the 

problems at hand to highlight their 
benefits. He sees his slightly lower 
language skills as an asset, resulting in 
increased attention to the tricky lan-
guage employed in assessments.

Judoney:  My language was not 
an issue in fact for this course. You have 
these quizzes where they ask you these 
questions that are playing with the lan-
guage. It’s easier for me not to be get by 
those traps because I come back. I am 
more attentive to the language because 
they play a lot with the language. They 
are asking you some stuff the other way 
around, and when you first read it, it’s 
ah okay, what do they want, and then 
you read it again, and ah okay, that’s 
compared to a native who doesn’t take 
the time to read it and think they get 
it on the first time, and put the wrong 
answer down.

Furthermore, he recognizes that despite 
the challenges he has encountered, his 
peers are in the same situation.

Judoney:  I realized that after 
December, when we went after the 
break and we came back, and I realize 
that many people are at the back, are 
getting behind. They are having the 
same problem as me… When class 
opens, when the day arrives, they think, 
okay what is she [the teacher] talking 
about? Nobody knows! Everyone’s in 
the same boat. ..I was struggling to get 
there, and then I realized, oh, they are 
not there. I was there with something, 
and I was struggling, but what I realized 
was oh, what I have is the best!

Linguistic self-efficacy therefore played 
an important role in the academic con-
fidence students had, and the resulting 
choices that students made. Although 
the implications of these issues were dif-
ferent, they are reflective of the overall 
effect of participants’ confidence in 
their language and resulting academic 
skills.

Social Self-Efficacy

Linguistic skills and self-efficacy also af-
fected participants’ perception of their 
social abilities in an English environ-

ment. Participants’ reflections on their 
confidence in social situations and their 
perception of into which communi-
ties they saw themselves as belonging 
shaped their overall integration into the 
academic environment.

Identity and Social Identification

Social interaction builds social capital, 
which can be leveraged to gain access 
into a desired community. The identity 
that students construct for themselves 
can facilitate entrance into the learning 
community, or can in fact disadvantage 
students by limiting their participa-
tion in university, if they do not see 
themselves as a legitimate student. 
Christie, Munro, and Wager (2005) 
investigated students who, for various 
reasons, viewed themselves as merely 
‘day students’; this conceptualization of 
their identity excluded them from full 
participation in university, and thus 
from integrating successfully into the 
learning community.

How students conceptualize their 
identity, and understand the limits of 
their language skills also impacts who 
they identify with, and thus who they 
feel capable of approaching for social 
contact. Cervatiuc (2009) states, “im-
migrants do not have the luxury to 
interact with whom they choose, as 
their opportunities to practice Eng-
lish are generally limited and socially 
structured for them. Under these cir-
cumstances, many immigrants become 
marginalized, introverted, and sensitive 
to rejection” (p. 255). As a result, those 
who they may choose to integrate with 
socially are also newcomers; there 
is increased ability of identification 
between more similar individuals. 
Unfortunately, however, social interac-
tion with other newcomers creates less 
social capital than interactions with full 
members of the learning community, 
therefore reducing the speed at which 
integration can occur.

Accordingly, each participant described 
that they feel more comfortable inter-
acting socially with other immigrants 
rather than native-born Canadians, 
because of their ability to understand 
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the experiences, feelings, and potential 
linguistic deficiencies of one another; 
there is no need to apologize for mis-
interpretation or slow communication. 

Judoney:  My integration was 
much more with other immigrants in 
Canada…We could understand each 
other more easily than other people… 
in terms of experience of our life, of 
what we are living. … For me [com-
munication occurs] much more [with 
those] willing to understand that you 
are different and that you won’t get 
everything, rather than the one who 
would get mad because you didn’t get 
it…. immigrants don’t know anyone so 
they are more willing to go to another.

Camilla, however, described that she is 
comforted by an accent in addition to 
knowledge that someone is an immi-
grant, as it implies that communication 
will be much easier. “In that class, if 
they have immigrant, newcomer, what-
ever, I will talk. Not someone who is 
fluent but someone who has an accent, 
I am usually attract to them, and make 
it easier. Some of them, like Africans, 
it’s even easier…. I feel I’m belong 
to them, and I can easily understand 
them. Most of them, they came from 
Kenya and refugee camps like that, so 
we have the same common.” An abil-
ity to identify with the experiences of 
that person is essential for successful 
integration.

The participants also cited problems 
in socially integrating with native 
speaking peers. Although they never 
described themselves as not being Ca-
nadian, when talking about themselves 
and their peer group, each participant 
used the term “immigrant” to describe 
themselves and their non-native speak-
ing peers - even the two who entered 
the country on refugee status - while 
the native-speakers were repeatedly 
described as the “Canadians”; they 
characterized themselves as the “other”, 
despite the fact that all three have Ca-
nadian citizenship status.

Camilla described that initially, her 
linguistic self-efficacy affected her 
social self-efficacy, and prevented her 

from being able to approach native-
born Canadians. She projected and 
expected ultimate failure in the en-
counter; “I think that at first I was 
shy because I didn’t think they would 
understand me… I was just sitting 
and not talking to anyone. I think if 
I talked to them then they just laugh 
at me.” Judoney however attributed 
the problems with integration with 
native-born Canadians as result-
ing from cultural expectations and 
acceptability, in that “people don’t 
approach others really. Someone else 
has to introduce you.... And when 
you’re coming from somewhere else, 
you have no one to introduce you. So 
you kind of, immigrants don’t know 
anyone so they are more willing to go 
to another.” In addition to differences 
in cultural expectations and accept-
ability, he suggests that his difficulties 
in integrating with native-born Ca-
nadians is also a result of the attitude 
of that individual, again rather than 
relating to his self-confidence in his 
own social skills. He suggests that 
miscommunication is a much more 
likely possible outcome when com-
municating with a non-immigrant.

Camilla, however, stated that even 
though she has found herself accepted 
by her non-immigrant peers, she 
doesn’t feel comfortable with them; “I 
can understand them sometimes but 
I don’t feel like interrupting them to 
say a joke or something… the Cana-
dians, I feel like they all talk different 
topics, and they talk really fluent and 
quickly, and I can’t able to talk with 
them.” The idea of herself and her 
peer group as the immigrants, and 
the others as the “Canadians” once 
again raises the question of national 
identity and ethnic affiliation as a 
source of concern.

Taking a pragmatic approach, Ju-
doney notes the same concerns but 
does not internalize these problems: 
Judoney:  For socialization it’s 
easier to communicate with an immi-
grant, because they are going through 
the same thing as me. With native 
Canadians who have been exposed 
to, the other who haven’t, much more 

difficult. They won’t approach you. If 
they do approach you, they don’t want 
to know anything about you. They just 
want to get what they want and leave.

He cites the rationale behind this 
apparently discriminatory, exploitive 
behavior as a “group reflex”; “When 
people are in a group, they have a ten-
dency to stay together, and the other 
that are not in the group, if I really need 
to meet with him, after he is not my 
friends, and I don’t want to meet with 
him and I don’t want to know any more 
about him. You can feel it.” Despite 
the exploitive observations of these 
relationships, he remains positive and 
unphased by these experiences. Of the 
effects of these manipulative encoun-
ters he laughed and said, “I get used to 
the feeling. I’m not sure how I feel. I 
feel they are that way because they are 
afraid of me or something, I don’t know 
exactly what their feeling is.” 

Norton (1997) confirms Judoney’s ob-
servations, stating that native speakers 
are likely to avoid interacting with non-
native speakers; few if any will help the 
individual negotiate meaning in the 
target language. Language competen-
cies therefore disrupt the egalitarian 
assumptions promoted by the notion 
of naturalistic language (and culture) 
learning, in which “immigrants are sur-
rounded by supportive native speakers 
who interact with non-native speakers” 
(Cervatiuc, 2009, p. 255). Unfortu-
nately, this ideal is far from the reality 
experienced by newcomers in institu-
tions of higher education.

Individual Identification and Invest-
ment

Norton (1997) describes that “learners 
have different investments in particular 
members of the target language com-
munity, and the people in whom learn-
ers have the greatest investment may be 
the very people who represent or pro-
vide access to the imagined community 
of a given learner” (p. 6). Identification 
and seeking out social interaction with 
other immigrants was a coping strategy 
that participants indicated made them 
more comfortable with peers; addition-
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ally, they also voiced that identification 
made them more comfortable with 
particular professors. 

Camilla shared that she felt more 
comfortable with her Biostatistics pro-
fessor, not only because she feels more 
competent in math tasks than language 
tasks, but also because of the identity 
and status she ascribed to the professor; 
“the professor is an immigrant too, so 
I can easily understand him…I think 
he’s from India. All I know is his ac-
cent is not Canadian…Canadians use 
really difficult grammar when they’re 
talking, and really hard words.” Al-
though his specific background was 
not important, the mere fact that he 
had an accent and was an immigrant 
‘attracted her’ as it did to peers, result-
ing in identification.

Similarly, Ahlam indicated that her 
best experience within a university 
class was also with an immigrant pro-
fessor, who was from Egypt. Because 
he was also from the Middle East, 
Ahlam stated that he understood her 
situation: “[Middle Eastern people] 
suffer a lot. But Canadian people, 
they don’t understand our situation, 
because they don’t suffer like us… I 
found myself that I’m very comfort-
able with that professor.” In addition 
to being an individual with whom she 
could identify, Ahlam also described 
the supportive and encouraging nature 
of the professor, who offered advice, 
academic, systemic, and technical help, 
and told her, “I’m sure you’re going 
to do it… believe me, there is a lot of 
students with [CLB] level 4, and they 
pass and they are very successful.” 
However, complete cognizance of this 
supportive nature and understanding 
attitude of this professor did not oc-
cur until after she took courses with 
another professor, who she described 
as racist and unhelpful. She concluded, 
“the professor and instructor has a 
lot of effect on the pupils. The one 
from Egypt ... always encourages the 
students and says ‘Don’t say you can’t 
do it. You can.’ He encourages all the 
students in the class.”

Ahlam’s primary social contact that 

she described in the university-setting 
were two professors; one with whom 
she had this wonderful experience, 
while the other she had a negative, 
discriminatory experience. Although 
interaction with a professor suggests a 
trajectory of participation in the learn-
ing community, Billett (1996 & 2002) 
concluded that:  
Although there is significant expo-
sure to the socio-cultural aspects of 
a community through interactions 
with experts, this does not directly 
correspond to the fundamental chang-
ing of the novice… Given the power 
differential between expert and novice, 
the dominant values of the expert 
may influence the behaviours and at-
titudes of the novice, but only in so 
much as these changes serve to fulfill 
the learning goals of the novice. (in 
Campbell, Verenikina & Herrington, 
2009, p.648). 
Since this was Ahlam’s primary avenue 
for of social interaction, the fact that 
she struggled with integration into the 
university might be related to the fact 
that she only interacted with an expert 
who might not have provided her with 
an accurate trajectory for integration.

Sense of belonging
When asked to share their sense of 
their belonging within the institution 
resulting from all of these factors, 
participants shared very different re-
sponses. In response to the question 
of if he felt like he belonged in the 
class, Judoney stated: “Yeah sure I 
belong in the class. It’s kinda you and 
the teacher, and the teacher doesn’t 
care about anyone, and you feel okay 
there, but after class where something 
where everyone is talking or when they 
come to class, before the class, you feel 
the atmosphere is not that friendship 
with everyone. You just stay with your 
kind of group.” Although he feels un-
comfortable with the less structured 
social situation before and after class, 
ultimately the impersonal nature of 
the environment, which was equally 
impersonal for everyone, resulted in a 
sense of ease. 
Ahlam also commented on the discon-

nected and impersonal atmosphere that 
she experienced within the university, 
but for her it contributed to a decreased 
sense of belonging. Of the administra-
tion, she asserted, “I found they don’t 
care about your background, they 
don’t care about your personality, they 
don’t care about your ability.” While 
she felt that she way equal in the eyes 
of administrative staff in that “the uni-
versity is a business, and I am a client 
like the others”, this didn’t contribute 
to a sense of belonging. Furthermore, 
because of her responsibilities at home, 
Ahlam stated that she had to leave the 
classroom immediately after class, re-
stricting involvement and inclusion in 
her peer group, two key components 
of integrating and belonging in a com-
munity. 

Camilla felt that she did belong within 
a community African students on cam-
pus, stating,  “I can easily understand 
them. Most of them, they came from 
Kenya and refugee camps like that, so 
we have the same common.” Identi-
fication with commonalities in their 
backgrounds led to a sense of belong-
ing. However, this sense of community 
and belonging did not extend past her 
network of African friends.

Conclusion:
The experiences that Judoney, Ahlam, 
and Camilla shared illustrate the chal-
lenges that immigrants and refugees 
encounter in the pursuit of higher edu-
cation, and the attempts to integrate 
into the target community. In applying 
constructs of linguistic self-efficacy on 
participants’ perception of their sense 
of belonging and inclusion in the 
learning community, I highlighted the 
challenges that three immigrant and 
refugee students faced upon integration 
into postsecondary education. These 
challenges include systemic problems 
limiting access and integration into 
the learning community, and failing to 
recognize prior learning. Additionally, 
reduced linguistic self-efficacy resulted 
in challenges to participants’ academic 
and social self-efficacy. Although these 
may not have affected their academic 
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progress and achievement, it affected 
the choices they made in the institu-
tion, the individuals with whom they 
felt comfortable associating, and the 
overall sense of belonging that students’ 
perceived.  
All three students remained persistent 
and resilient in their studies despite 
the numerous setbacks and challenges 
that they had experienced, however 
inclusion and belonging in the learning 
community had not been achieved, and 
the quality of their experience had been 
affected. While Judoney was motivated 
by the challenging academic tasks, and 
his continued success in achieving each 
successive task, Camilla shares that her 
prior successes, and external supports 
fueled her motivation and persistence. 
Although these present hopeful themes 
and messages, they also illuminate the 
personal costs incurred from these chal-
lenges and multiple setbacks. Ahlam 
shares that continued confrontation 
with challenges sometimes threatens 
to break her resolve: “I am not happy. 
Everyday I get really sad. And now, 
I think sometimes that I will quit. I 
will quit everything.” These experi-
ences speak to the need for academic 
institutions to do more to support 
the learning and integration of these 
vulnerable students. 

The students were aware of the limita-
tions and constraints they faced; how-
ever, they maintained their goals and 
hopes, striving towards their percep-
tion of the future in order to cope with 
the challenges posed by their present 
situation.  Although the issues explored 
relate to these three particular par-
ticipants, based on the degree to which 
these concerns are addressed in other 
research, it is clear that the issues are 
consistent between many immigrant 
and refugee students. Further research 
into the identity formation and per-
ceptions of self-efficacy of immigrant 
and refugee post secondary students is 
needed to more clearly understand the 
struggles and challenges faced by these 
students.  Ultimately, if post secondary 
institutions hope to facilitate the suc-
cess of all students, then these are issues 
that they must address.
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ABSTRACT

This research has tried to examine 
how a university in the Prairies has 
been successful in Aboriginal language 
and culture maintenance. Through 
a qualitative approach, a single case 
study has been done with an Aboriginal 
university student. Data were collected 
through an in-depth semi-structured 
interview and emerging themes were 
analyzed. The results indicate that in-
digenous language and culture is very 
important for the participant and she 
is trying to learn more about them at 
university. Moreover, uni-
versity is found to have a 
positive role in maintain-
ing Aboriginal languages 
and culture. Although the 
participant didn’t expect 
to learn more about her indigenous 
language and culture before coming to 
university, after entering, she expects it 
to celebrate more cultural events.

Key Words: Aboriginal, language and 
culture maintenance, university 

INTRODUCTION

Culture and mother land are insepa-
rable parts of people’s identity. The 
attachment an individual feels to his/
her country is, at least in most cases, 
instinctive. Therefore, people tend 
to think of it as one of the worst 
possible disasters when they have to 
forget about their own culture, mother 
tongue and history, and see the world 
from a very different perspective. In 
fact, it has happened to many people 
from various countries or ethnic back-
grounds, including Aboriginal people 
in Canada. 
Nowadays, Aboriginal people have the 
chance to speak their own first languag-

es and teach their indigenous language 
and culture to their children. Part of 
this success has come from their own 
perseverance. In fact, they “have man-
aged in the face of incredible odds to 
retain the foundations of their cultures 
and beliefs, and walk with grace and 
deeply rooted traditional knowledge 
into the twenty-first century” (Wesley-
Esquimaux, 2009, p.160). 
One way of passing traditional knowl-
edge and culture is an Elder’s telling 
stories and other Aboriginal people 
listening to him/her carefully. Accord-
ing to Iseke-Barnes (2009), Elders are 

the teachers of others, have the role of 
communities’ historians and what they 
say teaches communities and maintains 
their culture.  
With regard to the importance of sus-
taining Aboriginal cultural heritage, 
some Elders believe:
[I]f whatever birthright someone who 
is not Aboriginal was born into, they 
still have a land that they can return 
to, to sit down with people who can 
tell them the history of that land, the 
language of that land, the learning of 
that land. Aboriginal people do not 
have that privilege. This is the place 
that they have to do that in, and if the 
truth is not being told about that to 
them, and their children, then where 
do they go? They’re certainly not go-
ing to go to France to learn how to be 
Aboriginal, to be Anishnawbe and In-
uuk. They don’t have a place. This is it. 
And until Canadian people understand 
that significance, until that is taught in 
classrooms by all teachers, then we’re 
not going to get anywhere. (Laramee, 
2003, np)

As far as Aboriginal languages are con-
cerned, it is believed that they are in 
danger of extinction (Thomson, 2010; 
McAlpine & Herodier, 1994).  McAl-
pine and Herodier (1994) state 
The viability of Aboriginal languages in 
Canada can be judged along a contin-
uum (Bauman, 1980; Pelletier, 1990) 
with six stages: flourishing, enduring, 
declining, becoming obsolete, dead, 
and extinct. It is likely that no Aborigi-
nal language in Canada is flourishing, a 
few are enduring, many are becoming 
obsolete, and already a number are dead 
or on the edge of extinction. (p. 129)

When many Aborigi-
nal students living on 
reserves enter univer-
sity in another city, 
they find themselves 

in an environment which is likely to 
favor assimilation. Kuokkanen (2007) 
believes that in order to be successful 
at university, such students “are forced 
to” (np) forget about their own culture 
and familiarize themselves with western 
norms. 

However, Levin (2009) states that 
recently, Canadian educational institu-
tions have provided more services and 
courses for Aboriginal students. One 
such service is the Aboriginal Center 
for Students at universities, which is, 
according to Gilshrist (2008), a link be-
tween those institutions and Aboriginal 
communities. 

RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY

Although some previous studies have 
investigated various experiences of 
Aboriginal people in general and Ab-
original students in particular (e.g. 
Makinauk, 2003; see also Nicole, 2003; 
Care, 2003), the need to investigate Ab-

AN ABORIGINAL STUDENT’S ACCOUNT OF UNIVERSITY LIFE, INDIGENOUS 
LANGUAGE AND CULTURE

NAGHMEH BABAEE 

“When many Aboriginal students living on reserves enter 
university in another city, they find themselves in an 
environment which is likely to favor assimilation.”
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original language and culture mainte-
nance and any possible attempts made 
by institutions such as universities in 
doing so is still felt. 

The main reason why I myself decided 
to pursue this issue- at a very personal 
level- goes back to my arrival in Canada 
to study. After arriving, lots of people 
kept telling new comers like me not to 
go to special areas of the city because 
there are some Aboriginal people who 
might cause trouble for us, e.g. stealing 
from us. I also had a discussion with 
one of my family members living in 
North America who said lots of Ab-
original people suffer from problems 
like drug abuse and alcoholism. 

Hearing such things about 
Aboriginal people, I decid-
ed to look at this issue from 
a very different and deeper 
lens. Instead of picturing an 
Aborigine as a person who 
might harm me, I decided to bring an 
open mind and try to look for the root 
of their problems. I started off with 
reading about their history and also 
took a chance to go to a Pow Wow and 
saw lots of Aboriginal people dancing 
in very beautiful outfits. 

Paying attention to Aboriginal people 
I happened to see in society, I saw all 
looking like European people in terms 
of clothing and appearance although 
some wore long hair, which is a tradi-
tion in Aboriginal culture. Even in 
the Pow Wow I went to, I saw an old 
Aboriginal in the traditional Aboriginal 
costume but in athletic shoes. It was 
very strange for me to see that and to 
me, in that context wearing athletic 
shoes, which are not traditional Ab-
original ones by any means, seemed 
an indication of modernization of life 
to a very high degree, so much so that 
even in a traditional ceremony, it had 
its own impact over tradition. 
Such encounters and further readings 
led me to think about the issue of 

language and culture maintenance and 
I became curious to know how much 
of Aboriginal language and cultural 
heritage is still there today. I decided to 
find the answer to this question myself 
by doing research, even at a very small 
scope. 

MY ROLE IN THE RESEARCH: OUTSID-
ER-RESEARCHER  
Being an outsider and at the same time 
a researcher to an Aborigine could have 
some effects on his/her relationship 
with me during the research process 
and the data s/he would provide. 

As I thought about this issue, I came 

to the conclusion that as an outsider, I 
might seem like a person who is eager 
to know more about Aboriginal ethnic 
issues. Still, I could be considered a 
“different” person. Therefore, the issue 
of trust and comfort on the part of 
the participant would play a very im-
portant role in process of the research, 
which I had to take into account. 

On the other hand, my role as a re-
searcher and in particular, an interview-
er could have a great impact on the data 
I would obtain (Block, 2000). In fact, 
because whatever I would elicit from 
the participant could be publicized and 
every one could have access to that, s/
he might provide me with just infor-
mation which would seem appealing 
to certain people or organizations, i.e. 
other Aboriginal people and the univer-
sity where s/he is studying. Therefore, 
I would need to address those issues 
during the process of research.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This study has been guided by the fol-
lowing questions: 

1. What is the perception of an 
Aboriginal university student about 
Aboriginal culture and language?

2. To what extent does such a 
person care about Aboriginal language 
and culture maintenance? 

3. Can such a student learn more 
about her own culture and language at 
university? 

4. What were the expectations of 
an aboriginal student from university 
regarding linguistic and cultural sup-
ports before and after entering univer-

sity? 

The present article is or-
ganized in the following 
way. First, issues related to 
procedure are presented. 
Then, a discussion of the 
findings, as well as limita-

tions of the study and implication for 
further research will be provided. 

METHOD

This study was done through a qualita-
tive approach and the data presented 
here are part of a more comprehensive 
study. As Bogdan and Biklen (2007) 
put it, qualitative research is “[a]n 
approach to social science research 
that emphasizes collecting descriptive 
data in natural settings, uses inductive 
thinking, and emphasizes understand-
ing the subjects point of view” (p. 
274). Due to the fact that this research 
would seek to describe and explore the 
participant’s perspectives deeply and 
naturally without any manipulation 
of her behavior, a qualitative approach 
was used. Moreover, because it would 
involve studying one individual’s per-
spectives deeply, a single case study was 
chosen within the qualitative approach. 
Participant

The participant of this study was an 
Aboriginal student of a university in 

“Instead of picturing an Aborigine as a person 
who might harm me, I decided to bring an open 
mind and try to look for the root of their prob-
lems.”



TEAL MANITOBA JOURNAL — VOLUME 26 NUMBER 2— DECEMBER 2010 19

features
the prairies whose first language was 
English. Sara, a pseudonym she chose 
for herself, was one of my acquain-
tances whom I met first at a canteen at 
university. When I decided to work on 
this issue, I talked to her about it and 
she agreed to participate in the study 
herself. Therefore, I didn’t face any 
challenges recruiting the participant. 

SAMPLING PROCEDURE 
According to the research questions, 
the participant of this research had to 
be Aboriginal and a university student. 
Therefore, the sampling procedure was 
purposeful.

ETHICS 
Ethical issues are one of the most 
important factors in any research. In 
my own research, because of my own 
role as a researcher and outsider, as 
mentioned before, I needed to address 
such issues more carefully. Therefore, 
I sought to and ultimately did receive 
permission from the ethics board of 
the university.  

To make the participant feel com-
fortable and secure, I would have to 
reassure her that neither her real name 
nor any identifying information about 
her would be mentioned anywhere, 
including in the final paper. This could 
make her feel comfortable in providing 
me with the information she thought 
would be related to the topic under 
study.

Before starting my research, I had to 
submit an application to the Ethics 
Board of the university to get their 
approval because my research would 
involve a human subject. After review-
ing my application, they raised some 
concerns. To them, because I already 
knew the participant, there could be 
some power issues involved between us 
in that she was likely to feel “coerced” 
to take part in the study. However, 
what they saw as a potential threat was, 

to me, something positive I could take 
advantage of because as Kubanyiova 
(2008) puts it, “Establishing trust-
worthy, positive researcher-researched 
relationship often is seen as a way of 
ensuring that the research is ethical” 
(p. 512). In my case, such a rapport 
and positive relationship, without be-
ing too close, was already there but it 
didn’t necessarily mean to me that I 
had some power over her.  Addressing 
this issue, I reassured them that there 
was no power relationship involved, 
the participant agreed to take part her-
self and I had told her that she could 
withdraw from the study at any point 
without any penalty. 

The other concern the Ethics Board had 
regarded some questions in the initial 
interview protocol. They believed that 
those questions were likely to cause 
emotional distress because they seemed 

culturally sensitive although initially, 
I had tried to avoid such an issue. 
Moreover, they mentioned that some 
questions would take at least an hour 
to answer. To remove any concerns, I 
left out those seemingly problematic 
questions from my protocol. 

OUTSIDER ROLE 
As an outsider, first I would need to 
work on the issue of rapport and try 
to establish a trustworthy relationship 
with the participant although I knew 
her a little bit. This could happen by 
asking some preliminary questions 
at the beginning of the interview to 
break the ice before posing questions 
which would go to the heart of the 
matter directly. Second and more im-
portant, Briggs (1986) argues that it 
is important to understand the norms 
the interviewees have for talking about 
themselves and talking about their 

experiences. Different people have 
different kinds of restrictions on who 
may ask what questions of whom under 
what circumstances” (Goldstein, 1995, 
p. 589). I was apparently an outsider 
to an Aboriginal person; therefore, 
some issues which were just interest-
ing for me to know might, actually, 
trigger some bad memories for her. I 
had to be careful not to ask any cultur-
ally sensitive questions which could 
cause any emotional distress for the 
participant. Moreover, I would ask her 
not to answer any question she wasn’t 
comfortable with. 

DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURE 

DATA COLLECTION
Data were collected through one in-
depth semi-structured interview, taking 

a l m o s t 
40 min-
utes with 
Sara. The 
interview 
wa s  a r -
ranged at 

a time and space that was convenient 
to her. It actually took place in my own 
place because of her agreement. Before 
the interview started, I asked her to 
sign the consent form. Although it was 
mentioned in the consent form, prior 
to the interview, I told her again that 
she was free not to answer any question 
she would not feel comfortable with. 
Then, the interview started, her ideas 
were recorded by a voice recorder and 
transcribed by me. Prior to analysis 
of the transcripts and looking for any 
emerging themes, I gave the transcript 
to her to review for accuracy and edit-
ing.

DATA ANALYSIS 
Data analysis involved reading the 
transcript several times and looking 
for any emerging themes. In the fol-
lowing section, emerging themes will 

“I was apparently an outsider to an Aboriginal 
person; therefore, some issues which were just 
interesting for me to know might, actually, trig-
ger some bad memories for her..”



be presented. 

PERCEPTION OF MOTHER TONGUE AND 
CULTURE
When I asked her what she thought 
of the importance of mother tongue 
and culture, she briefly and explicitly 
responded, “Very important”. Then, 
she related them to identity and giving 
people “a sense of who they are”. 

CARING A LOT ABOUT HER MOTHER 
TONGUE AND CULTURE 
Sara seemed to care very much about 
her own indigenous language and 
culture and was very determined to 
learn as much as she can about them. 
Moreover, she mentioned that she is 
trying to learn her indigenous language 
by taking a course on it and takes part 
in some traditional ceremonies, which 
cause her to learn “something new ev-
ery time”. She also said she greets her 
Aboriginal friends at university in her 
indigenous language.  

THE ROLE OF UNIVERSITY IN ABORIGINAL 
LANGUAGE AND CULTURE MAINTENANCE 
Leaving her reserve and coming to 
the city to study was very tough for 
Sara. She provided a reason for such a 
difficulty: “culture shock”, which is, ac-
cording to her, the result of differences 
between life on and off reserve. 

Apparently, university life has added to 
Sara’s knowledge of Aboriginal culture 
and her indigenous language a lot. She 
expressed satisfaction with facilities the 
university has provided for Aboriginal 
students to learn more and celebrate 
their traditions and learn their indig-
enous languages and said, “It’s just.. 
surprising..like..all stuff I know now..I 
didn’t know when I first came in… 
and like..um..it just opened .. so many 
doors for me”. 

Facilities the university has provided 
for those students include Aboriginal 
Students’ Association and Aboriginal 
Students’ Center, and offering courses 

on Aboriginal languages and culture.  

Although Aboriginal Students’ Center 
is newly built at that university, Sara 
told me that Aboriginal students had 
been offered services before its foun-
dation, too. Now that such a center 
is there, She believed that it “is …like 
home. Makes you feel .. like you’re 
home” and “[i]t’s just…the environ-
ment is comforting..and you’re around 
people who… experience the same 
thing you have.. and who are of the 
same background as you”. 

One program for Aboriginal students, 
as Sara said, is ACCESS Program “[t]
hat’s for students who are mostly kind 
of First Nations…up north…. and..
helps them just to …university…which 
is a hard way” and “[w]ith access pro-
grams they sort of..like..warn you about 
that..like…you’ll experience this and 
that  and we’re here to try to help you”. 

Other cultural activities organized by 
this center, as she mentioned, include 
“sharing circles,..the drum group.. and.. 
Elders’ gathering”. 

As Sara said, there are some Aboriginal 
employees working in the Aboriginal 
Students’ Center. In fact, she men-
tioned one of such people as a person 
she looks up to because they both come 
from the same background. She went 
on to say, “I wanna be like that [… ] 
she is same way as I was..like. shy…
everything.. but now she’s a cheerful 
woman. Just..a strong woman pretty 
much”.

 Sara also mentioned that she has some 
Aboriginal friends at university and she 
meets them at Aboriginal Students’ 
Center and in her classes. She described 
her friends as “more company..because 
you know that they know all things that 
you do so… it’s like.. you get to lean on 
each other when you need help”. 

Respect for Aboriginal culture on the 
part of university is also evident in 
what Sara said regarding celebrating 
Aboriginal traditions. When asked 

whether Aboriginal students can 
celebrate their traditions, she said, 
“Almost all of them” and when asked 
why not all, she said, “There’s people 
who don’t know about it fully..to .. 
perform it..so… they just don’t have 
that much access to people who have 
the knowledge on that”.

However, when asked if university 
professors use any teaching strategies 
to facilitate learning for Aboriginal 
students, she said they don’t. In fact, 
Sara said Aboriginal people are visual 
learners and things should be seen to 
learn. 

EXPECTATION OF UNIVERSITY BEFORE 
ENTERING IT
Before coming to university, Sara did 
not expect to learn much about Ab-
original language and culture. As she 
mentioned, she expected to learn only 
subject areas such as “math”. 

EXPECTATION FROM THE UNIVERSITY 
AFTER ENTERING IT

Although Sara seemed to be quite satis-
fied with the services and facilities the 
university has provided for Aboriginal 
students, she still had more expecta-
tions: “trying to … conduct more 

traditional ceremonies” and gave 
“snake ceremonies” as an example. 

She also expressed her unhappiness 
with some books on Aboriginal 
people at the University libraries 
and bookstore because she believed 
that some of them portray a negative 
picture of them, as “filthy” people. 
Although she didn’t mention it at all, 
I wondered if she might have wished 
university libraries and bookstore not 
to provide every source on Aboriginal 
people available regardless of its con-
tent and the image it projects from 
such people. 
Table 1 tabulates the research questions 
and the findings briefly.
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TABLE 1: RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND 
FINDINGS

Research Question Findings 

Perception	of	Aboriginal	language	and	culture	 Very	important,	related	to	identity	

Caring	about	her	own	indigenous	language	and	

culture	

Very	much,	trying	to	learn	about	them	more	

specially	since	entering	university,	taking	part	

in	traditional	ceremonies,	using	the	Aboriginal	

words	she	knows	in	her	conversation	with	

other	Aboriginal	people	at	university,	e.g.	

greeting		

Role	of	university	in	maintaining	Aboriginal	

languages	and	culture	

Very	positive	through	facilities	and	services	

such	as	offering	courses	on	Aboriginal	

languages and culture, Aboriginal Students’ 

Association and Aboriginal Students’ Center, 

activities such as Elders’ gathering, ACCESS	

Program,	drum	groups	and	traditional	

celebrations		

Expectation	from	university	before	entering	it		 No	expectation	regarding	learning	about	

indigenous	languages	and	culture	

Expectation	from	university	after	entering	it	 Having	more	cultural	celebrations	such	as	

snake	ceremony		
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DISCUSSION

The results of this study confirm the 
literature on Aboriginal language and 
culture maintenance. 
As mentioned earlier, the first two 
research questions involved the im-
portance of mother tongue and culture 
to the participant and how much she 
would care about them. The results 
turn out to go with Wesley-Esqui-
maux’s (2009) claim that Aboriginal 
people have tried to maintain their 
own indigenous language and tradi-
tions in the 20th century. What the 
participant said about the importance 
of her indigenous language and culture 
to her indicates her perseverance and 
eagerness to learn more about them. 
Moreover, the fact that she takes part in 
various Aboriginal ceremonies and has 
taken a course to learn her indigenous 
language shows how her language and 
culture are important to them.
She also mentioned that every time 
she sees her Aboriginal friends, she 
greets them in her Aboriginal language, 
which shows her use of that language to 
establish solidarity with them. In such 
a situation, language is used as a tool 
to emphasize similarity and common 
background, and build an emotional 
bond with those who are “similar” to 
them. 
Experiencing culture shock at the be-
ginning of her student life, Sara came 
to the realization that she could learn 
more about Aboriginal language and 
culture at university and it changed 
university from a place where everyone 
is different to a place where she can 
learn more about what she would like. 
Using facilities the university provides 
for Aboriginal students, socializing 
with friends of the same background, 
being able to celebrate Aboriginal 
ceremonies, starting to learn her indig-
enous language and having Aboriginal 
role models all helped her overcome 
initial barriers. 
One great contribution of the univer-
sity to Aboriginal culture for Sara seems 
to be Aboriginal Students’ Center. 
It confirms Gilshrist’s (2008) claim 
about the importance of such centers 

in providing a link between home, i.e. 
Aboriginal community, and university. 
In addition to what Sara said explicitly 
regarding this center, it seems to have 
some implicit benefits for Aboriginal 
students, too. 
One such benefit of Aboriginal Stu-
dents’ Center is through its employees. 
According to Sara, some Aboriginal 
employees work in Aboriginal Students’ 
Center at that university and such 
people can be like a role model to Ab-
original students, especially those who 
face barriers at the beginning of their 
university life. When such students see 
a person with the same background 
working successfully in a place different 
from the reserve, they can be motivated 
to work as hard as they can to realize 
their dreams. In fact, they can realize 
that success is possible although there 
might be initial challenges. 
Another implicit positive influence of 
the Aboriginal Students’ Center seems 
to be the fact that it is a place for 
such students to gather together and 
socialize with people from their own 
background. From what Sara said, it 
could be understood that common 
background serves as a very strong bond 
which ties Aboriginal people together. 
Therefore, in a place such as that center, 
Aboriginal students can feel supported. 
Before coming to university, Sara 
didn’t expect to learn anything about 
Aboriginal language and culture. This 
initial presupposition can go back to 
Kuokkanen’s (2009) claim that such 
students will be forced to adapt to a 
westernized way of life when they start 
university. Sara might have believed 
that way because of the experiences of 
other students studying at other uni-
versities. It might be the case in some 
universities; however, in the university 
Sara is studying, such obligations ap-
parently do not exist, at least as far 
as learning Aboriginal languages and 
culture are concerned. On the contrary, 
the facilities and services offered by the 
university confirm Levin’s (2009) point 
that recently, Aboriginal students can 
have more access to such services at 
universities in Canada. 
However, she did mention that uni-

versity professors do not employ any 
strategies Aboriginal students usually 
use to learn. This might tie into what 
Kuokkanen (2009) believes happen 
at universities, i.e., such students’ 
westernalization of life, which can be 
done quite unwillingly on their part. 
In fact, Aboriginal students, who are 
usually visually oriented, might come 
to the conclusion that they “have to” 
use other learning strategies to learn 
what is being taught. 

CONCLUSION

Institutions such as universities, like 
other organizations, seem to be re-
sponsible for creating a welcoming 
atmosphere for students who come 
from various ethnic and cultural 
backgrounds. Entering university can 
be a big transition in a student’s life. 
Therefore, s/he should find her/himself 
in an environment which accepts and 
respects her/his ethnicity, whatever it is. 
As regards Aboriginal students, having 
facilities such as Aboriginal Students’ 
Center, Aboriginal Students’ Associa-
tion and offering courses in which they 
can learn their indigenous 
languages and culture will be of tre-
mendous value. However, in addition 
to these services, university professors 
can incorporate teaching strategies 
which facilitate learning for such 
students. 
On the other hand, it seems very 
important and useful for Aboriginal 
students to try to learn other learning 
strategies so that if in one class or an-
other, the lesson is not taught the way 
they expect, they still can understand 
the point and learn it.
Conducting this research provided me 
with the chance to reflect on my own 
perspectives about language and cul-
ture from a wider scope. In fact, at the 
beginning stages of data collection, the 
only thing I was focusing on was Ab-
original issues. However, as the study 
proceeded and I started data analysis, a 
totally new window was opened before 
my eyes. I began to go one step forward 
and reflect on my own language and 
culture and their current situation, too. 
In my country, Iran, lots of cultural 
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traditions which were deeply rooted 
in the history of Persian Empire are 
now either forgotten or not celebrated 
anymore. Moreover, numerous Per-
sian words have been substituted with 
words from other languages, especially 
in the formal style. What I came to, by 
the end of this research, was that the 
way Aboriginal people are responsible 
to keep their language and culture, 
Iranian people are similarly respon-
sible for maintaining Persian language 
and traditions and since then, I, as an 
Iranian, have felt more responsiblity to 
learn more about and try to celebrate 
my own cultural ceremonies and tra-
ditions, and try to maintain Persian 
language, Farsi. 

LIMITATION

This study is limited in scope. It is, as 
mentioned earlier, a single case study 
and the results are the ideas of only one 
participant. Although generalization 
is not sought, any application of the 
result to other Aboriginal students or 
similar settings should be done cau-
tiously. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

In this study, an Aboriginal student’s 
perspectives regarding Aboriginal lan-
guage and culture maintenance and the 
role of university in it were described. 
Through other studies, similar issues 
can be delved into with participants 
from other minority backgrounds to 
examine university’s approach to main-
taining such traditions and languages. 
Moreover, care for indigenous lan-
guages and culture can be examined in 
institutions other than universities, e.g. 
a workplace where some people from 
minority ethnic backgrounds work.
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I sit here at my computer contemplating 
whether to include a review of Paulo 
Freire’s book Pedagogy of the Oppressed 
(1970) in this issue of the journal. My 
internal conflict stems from how it will 
be received by those who are not familiar 
with Freire’s work, which identifies both 
an oppressor and oppressed class. The 
critical language used in Freire’s work 
may cause those in positions of power 
to become defensive about their practices 
and thus disengage from the dialogue. 
However, I trust that EAL (English as an 
Additional Language) teachers are more 
open to critical self-reflection than oth-
ers. After all, one must be open to many 
worldviews in order to fully embrace the 
linguistic and cultural differences of our 
students. There is something powerful in 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) that 
opened my eyes to a new reality where 
social inequalities are fully illuminated. 
I began to see curriculum through mul-
tiple lenses; those of an oppressor and 
oppressed class. The choice of words 
used in this dichotomy is purposely 
strong and necessary. As we are in privi-
leged positions, these lenses force us to 
acknowledge the power structures inher-
ent in pedagogy. This book thus inspired 
me to not only help my students learn 
English, but to also help them embrace 
their L1 (first language) and culture. In 
addition, I have become an advocate for 
more investments, services, and training 
in the EAL field. As you read this review, 
feelings of discomfort may arise. You 
may feel like you want to debate certain 
propositions. This dialogue is at the 
heart of Freire’s work. At the end, there 
is a choice to either maintain the status 
quo or to add a new perspective to our 
curriculum repertoire. As for myself, this 
book has irrevocably changed the way I 
view curriculum. 
           Paulo Freire inspired critical aware-
ness among educators around the world 
through his emancipation model of cur-
riculum in Pedagogy of the Oppressed 

(1970). Unlike Curriculum models 
proposed previously by Dewey (1938) 
and Tyler (1949), Freire challenged his 
students to confront apparent contradic-
tions in their living conditions through 
dialogue. Through this dialogic action of 
decoding contradictions, each member 
of the group ”re-consider[s]”, through 
the “considerations” of others, their own 
previous “consideration”” (Freire, 1970, 
p. 112). What emerges is an awaken-
ing among people whose “living code” 
(p. 112) is the object of investigation; 
an awareness that is the precursor to 
action for those who overcome their 
“fear of freedom” (p. 46) and the “limit-
situations” (p.99) imposed upon them. 
 Characteristic of Freire’s peda-
gogy is the ideology that the oppressed 
must be the ones to take ownership of 
their liberation, both at the stage of re-
flection and action. Any attempts to use 
monologues, slogans, and communiqués 
to expedite revolutionary action, thus 
substituting the “banking method” (p. 
72) for dialogue, “is to attempt to liber-
ate the oppressed with the instruments 
of domestication” (p. 65).  This insis-
tence on the role of the people to both 
recognize and act upon their oppression 
creates a problem: “How can the op-
pressed, as divided, unauthentic beings, 
participate in developing the pedagogy 
of their liberation?” (p. 48).
 The dialogic action called for 
within Freire’s emancipation curriculum 
is not simply employed as part of a shar-
ing circle deprived of focus and purpose. 
Rather Freire’s curriculum model must 
be as rigorously planned for as the model 
suggested by Tyler (1949). The founda-
tion of Tyler’s model of curriculum is 
the investigation by educators into the 
nature of knowledge, individuals, and 
society. Based on these studies, educa-
tors may be in a better position, with the 
assistance of insights from psychology 
and philosophy, to develop educational 
objectives with consideration to purpose, 

content, organization, and evaluation. 
Freire, in his own way, follows a similar 
approach to developing curriculum, but 
where Tyler leaves aspects of his model 
an open question, Freire’s educational 
purpose is clearly for the liberation of 
oppressed peoples through the organiza-
tion of dialogue.
 Like Tyler, Freire knows that the 
success of his curriculum rests with gain-
ing information about his students, the 
environment in which they live, and the 
topics that are important to their lives. 
However; they depart in their opinions 
on who makes the decisions on content. 
Freire demands that his students are the 
ones who must take an active role in 
the development of the curriculum and 
therefore they are recruited as co-inves-
tigators and planners. Through observa-
tions of their neighbourhood, and subse-
quent dialogues with team members, the 
co-investigators choose contradictions 
and codify them in pictures to be used 
in “thematic investigation circles” (Freire, 
1970, p. 117). Through dialogue, and 
the observations of a psychologist and 
a sociologist, generative themes emerge 
which act as a catalyst for revolutionary 
action.
 The generative themes allow 
oppressed people to reconsider history 
and become aware of the inequalities that 
keep them in poverty. For example (see 
Freire, 1970, p. 118) people may realize 
that their alcoholism is not a result of bad 
character but a result of pressure to pro-
vide for their families amid working long 
hours, for little pay, and for the benefit 
of an elite class. This awareness may stir 
passions in people that initiate action, 
both of an educational and revolutionary 
nature. 
 Those who seek to oppress peo-
ple, either consciously or unconsciously, 
fear true dialogue as it is a threat to their 
privileged status, so they seek to stifle 
this action through the antidialogical 
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methods of conquest, divide and rule, 
manipulation, and cultural invasion 
(Freire, 1970, p. 138). These methods 
of domestication are effective due to the 
principles of continuity and interaction 
(Dewey, 1938). How people view and 
interact with their present experience 
is directly influenced by their affective 
reaction to prior experiences; “every 
experience affects for better or worse the 
attitudes which help decide the quality of 
further experiences, by setting up certain 
preference and aversion, and making it 
easier or harder to act for this or that 
end” (Dewey, 1938, p. 37). People who 
are therefore immersed into a culture 
of oppression view their experiences 
through the lens of their oppressors, 
“having internalized the image of the 
oppressor and adopted his guidelines” 
(Freire, 1970, p. 47), and thus interact 
with each other in the manner in which 
the oppressors have come to expect, 
thus solidifying the stratification of the 
classes. Freire’s curriculum thus aims to 
investigate peoples’ past experiences from 
a new perspective in order to transform 
their oppressors’ lens into their own, and 
in doing so, create new interactions that 
allows them to be more fully human.
 There may be those who argue 
that the need for an emancipation model 
of curriculum has come and gone with 
the modern era being a time of relative 
equality. After all, we have recently seen 
the election of America’s first African 
American President, marking a trans-
formational moment in history for pre-
viously marginalized people. Yet if one 
dares to look hard enough, antidialogical 
methods are still being used as tools of 
oppression, thus calling for a revisiting of 
the wisdom embedded within Pedagogy 
of the Oppressed within contemporary 
times.
 The remainder of this article 
will examine the impact of Freire’s in-
sights when applied to the practices of 
teaching English as a global language. 
I will attempt to discuss some practices 
of teaching English in contemporary 
times as conforming to antidialogical 
action, thus serving as tools of oppres-
sion. In no way is this article intending 
to demean or invalidate the hard work 
of EAL teachers, who earnestly care for 

the success of their students. Rather it 
merely poses the problem as a basis for 
reflection with the consideration that 
while “the rare individual will strive 
earnestly to have regard for the best in-
terest of all classes [or cultures...] no one 
can transcend the limits set by his own 
experience” (Counts, 1927, p. 90). We, 
as those rare individuals, must not fear 
the consideration that our actions may be 
oppressive. It is only by facing this possi-
bility head-on that we may take action to 
ameliorate the social inequalities inher-
ent in pedagogy. Should we stop teaching 
English? Of course not. Should we teach 
English through an emancipation model 
of curriculum? This is the question I pose 
to you through contemplation of the 
wisdom in Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  
 
 The spread of English through-
out the world and the power associated 
with it is considered a fact of life and 
one that cannot be changed, at least 
any time soon. Krachu & Smith (2009) 
identify some contender languages, such 
as Mandarin Chinese, but conclude that 
they currently do not pose much of a 
challenge to world Englishes. Thus the 
“conquest” of English is undeniable and 
those who do not seek to embrace it must 
suffer the consequences of fewer jobs. As 
EAL teachers, we must be cognizant of 
the fact that many of our students have 
been drawn to our classrooms due to 
the power of English. The lower-status 
given to these students’ L1 thus becomes 
a contributing factor in language loss, 
thus contributing to ethnocide, “the 
destruction of a people’s way of life” 
(Davis, 2009, p. 171). With half of the 
world’s 7,000 languages not being taught 
to children, language loss represents “the 
canary in the coal mine” (Davis, 2009, p. 
3) and a threat to our cultural diversity. 
While we promote the virtues of English 
and the need for other linguistic groups 
to acquire it, we may be simultaneously 
promoting ethnocide. Far too often we 
only see English as an international lan-
guage; a benign force that warrants very 
little discussion beyond how to better 
instil it within our students. This posi-
tioning of English conforms to Freire’s 
notion of conquest (Freire, 1970, pp. 
138-141) as an antidialogical action.

	 In	order	to	present	for	consideration	of	
the	oppressed	and	subjugated	a	world	of	
deceit	designed	to	increase	their	alien-
ation	and	passivity,	the	oppressors	de-
velop	a	series	of	methods	precluding	any	
presentation	of	the	world	as	a	problem	
and	showing	it	rather	as	a	fixed	entity,	as	
something	given	–	something	to	which	
people,	as	mere	spectators,	must	adapt.	
(Freire,	1970,	p.	139).

   The antidialogical action of 
divide and rule (Freire, 1970, pp. 141-
147) is seen in the use of the monolingual 
principle, where “instructional use of the 
target language [is used] to the exclu-
sion of students’ home language (L1)” 
(Cummins, 2009, p. 317). As a result, 
the students have trouble gaining ac-
cess to the content in school, which is a 
source of capital, and are alienated from 
those with whom they could otherwise 
communicate with. Counts (1930) offers 
a historical reasoning for the adherence 
of an English-only policy which appears 
to have continued into contemporary 
times. He argues that America has a 
“conviction that an essentially homoge-
neous people is the only solid foundation 
upon which to erect a political state” (p. 
104). What emerges is the classic image 
of America as a melting pot. This analogy 
on the surface appears to offer equality 
but it also aims to divide and rule minor-
ity groups settling in the nation. The use 
of language as a tool to divide and rule 
has also been seen in the Canadian con-
text, most notably through the residential 
school experience. It was believed during 
this era that “only if Native children were 
`weaned from the habits and feelings of 
their ancestors` could they be expected to 
thrive in a European-based civilization” 
(Axelrod, 2001, p. 72).  As such, students 
who spoke in their native tongue were 
punished; the repercussions of which are 
felt unto this day. In the EAL context, I 
often hear the rationale for establishing 
an English-Only policy in the classroom 
being the belief that students will just 
chat with their friends and not study the 
language. I would argue that the greater 
concern for the teachers is their fear of 
what is being said. The students’ first lan-
guage represents a threat to the teachers’ 
authority when they are not fluent in the 
students’ L1, thus a monolingual policy 
may have more to do with classroom 
management than language acquisition.   
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 The antidialogical action of 
manipulation (Freire, 1970, pp. 147-
152) involves creating an argument that 
“the bourgeoisie presents to the people 
as the possibility for their own accent” 
(p. 147). The same type of action is seen 
in the promotion of English as a way 
to gain access to opportunities and suc-
cess. This action not only benefits the 
Western powers in terms of placing their 
culture in a superior position, but also 
economically too. Foreigners will spend 
huge sums of money in order to ensure 
that their children have access to the op-
portunities enshrined by the knowledge 
of English. Shim & Park (2008) report 
parents from Korea spending up to 
hundreds of thousands of dollars a year 
to send their children overseas to learn 
English. Therefore this flow of money 
out of one country and into an English 
speaking one illustrates a potential op-
pressor and oppressed class, especially if 
this investment is not reinvested directly 
into EAL programming and training.  
 The last category for antidi-
alogical action is cultural invasion 
(Freire, 1970, pp. 152-167) where “it 
is essential that those invaded become 
convinced of their intrinsic inferiority” 
(p. 153). In terms of world Englishes, the 
standard varieties from America, Canada, 
and England are considered real English 
while those varieties from other nations 
are considered inferior (India English, 
Konglish, Singlish) despite serving their 
regional needs and being comprehen-
sible. It would appear that those who 
take the view that any English used in 
the World must meet the approval of an 
inner circle member is therefore claiming 
ownership over the language and enter-
ing into the realm of cultural invasion. 
In addition, the mass of Western English 
speakers traveling around the world 
teaching English and Western culture 
may also contribute to cultural inva-
sion. Convinced of their own people’s 
inferiority to teach English, governments 
hire foreigners to teach their children. 
Imagine the outrage if the reverse were to 
happen; scores of unqualified foreigners 
coming into Canadian public schools to 
teach students a second language, with 
many being paid more than the regular 
teacher.

  While the discussion on the 
oppressive nature of global English was 
brief, it nevertheless illustrates the con-
tinuing need for the wisdom embedded 
within Pedagogy of the Oppressed. This 
review also shows the need for a diversity 
of perspectives on curriculum that both 
intersect and support one another in a 
web of educational excellence. Dewey 
(1938) contributes the knowledge that 
experience has educational value that 
continues through temporal space into 
other contexts and affects how one in-
teracts with the present situation. Tyler 
(1949) contributes that curriculum has 
to be well planned for with consideration 
to individuals, knowledge, and society. 
Freire (1970) contributes awareness that 
what we do as educators either empow-
ers or oppresses our students and that 
we must have enough courage to stand 
in solidarity with them to ensure each 
person in our classroom has a more fully 
human life.   
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Volunteer Recruitment

I, Dr. Sandra Kouritzin, a University of Manitoba 
researcher, am engaging in research that 
will examine the important role that white 
Canadian birth mothers of hybrid children play 
in facilitating, supporting, or even obstructing, 
their children’s positive identifications and 
associations with their “Other” racial, cultural 
and linguistic background(s). I am a member of 
this group, and am interested in exploring with 
other mothers how they have negotiated two 
cultures and two languages in their children’s 
lives.
I am looking for volunteers who are native 
English speaking White Canadian birth mothers 
of at least one child who 
 (i) is visibly non-white and 
 (ii) has completed at least four years 
of formal schooling in Canada; 
Ideally, volunteers should remain partnered 
with or actively co-parent with a father who is
 (i) non-native English speaking, 
 (ii) visibly non-White, 
 (iii) non-Anglo culture 
and should be willing to spend between four 
and five hours being interviewed about the 
roles they play and the role of school in their 
hybrid children’s identity development, as 
well as checking with me to ensure that the 
interview data is accurate.

If you are willing to participate, please 
contact my research assistant by email at 
minji1108@gmail.com or by phone 955-

1132.  
Also you can contact me by email at kou-

ritzin@shaw.ca or kouritzi@cc.umanitoba.
ca, or by telephone at my home 287-8029 or 

office 474-9079. 
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INTRODUCTION
Much of communication is wordless 
for it is based upon situations and body 
language.  Such an example of wordless 
communication is imagery; pictures.  
These images can be sequenced to form 
visual stories, or storyboards, that are 
able to convey meaning often without 
vocals or text.  Although languages dif-
fer greatly; the visual representations for 
the same concepts and actions remain 
mostly the same.  This especially holds 
true for photographs.  Therefore this 
is an effective form of communication 
when used in situations where under-
standing between two linguistically 
different parties is essential.   Visual 
representations can breach the language 
barrier and allow for understanding.  As 
a result, storyboards are highly versatile 
and beneficial in language learning for 
both teachers and students.

STORYBOARDS
Storyboards were and are primarily used 
to organize thought groups in a logical 
and sequential pattern.  Grace Denison 
(1995) wrote that simple storyboards 
were utilized by Leonardo Di Vinci 
as a method to study his incomplete 
works.  Walt Disney then elaborated 
upon storyboards and adapted them 
to the invention of films thus allowing 
writers to organize their thoughts to 
make a coherent scene timeline. 
Storyboards then diverged from the 
realms of films to the organization of 
various activities through a timeline, 
for ‘storyboarding’ is “efficient and 
effective planning and [for] problem 
solving” (Denison, 1995, pg 9).  One 
activity must be completed to allow for 
another to start and so forth, a system of 
prerequisites.  This creates the concept 
of cause and effect that proves so useful 
to education.  Students can visually see 
what happens in an event one step at 
a time.  Storyboards visually represent 
what the words describe to provide 

greater understanding to learners.  
Through this concept, students can 
make connection between text and 
events.  They learn the visual language.  
Also, to any educator in any field, it is 
well known from Howard Gardner’s 
multiple intelligences theory, (Camp-
bell et al, 1996), students do not come 
to class using one defined method of 
learning to suit all.  Thus, many stu-
dents are not audio/linguistic learners 
and merely telling an event or concept 
verbally will not convey its meaning 
properly.  Students require a variety of 
approaches to gain understanding and 
storyboards can accommodate many 
of these approaches.  Storyboards are 
highly visual, usually aural, and more 
engaging to look at than just plain 
text.  They also can be interpersonal, 
intrapersonal, and kinaesthetic which 
provides engagement to many types of 
learners.  A variety of teaching methods 
allows each student the opportunity to 
“work actively to make personal sense 
of what they encounter” (Manitoba 
Education, Citizenship, and Youth, 
2006, pg 1.4).   

EAL AND STORYBOARDS
These concepts also hold true for lan-
guage learning.  Fluent speakers of any 
language already possess the knowledge 
required in understanding most situa-
tions they come across.  They visually 
take in what is happening around them 
and remember.  When they see a sto-
ryboard, a particular order of pictures, 
they know the sequence of pictures may 
tell a story.  S. Hou (2006) stated that 
“graphics prove to have a huge poten-
tial for being the medium for storing 
and transferring information” (pg 12).  
Therefore, different language groups of 
similar cultures can look at the same 
storyboard and see the same story play-
ing out through the images.  If they do 
not understand, they can analyze the 
images in an attempt to do so.  The im-
ages are the visual language that bridges 

the gap between verbal languages.  At 
this stage, students must learn the new 
words to describe that story, whether 
it is complex or very simple.  Students 
can learn phrases and words that are 
appropriate to specific situations, rather 
than try to piece together their own 
phrases with single nouns and verbs 
learned independently.  
Jean Piaget concluded that the mind 
consists of schemas “to organize and 
interpret information” (Santrock et 
al, 2007, pg 41).  When a student has 
prior knowledge of a subject, she can 
attach new information and reorganize 
her schema, such as new definitions and 
pronunciations for an existing visual 
vocabulary.  If the existing informa-
tion in the schemas is similar to the 
new information, it is all the easier to 
acquire and comprehend.   This is what 
Lindsay and Knight (2006) refer to as 
scaffolding.  The “learners see how the 
knowledge they already have is useful 
for making sense of the new knowl-
edge” (pg 4).  Hou (2006) continues 
that there exists a “duel code theory” 
by Paivio which states that “learners 
are able to build both visual and verbal 
modes of mental representation as well 
as connecting between them” (pg 13).  
Personal examples of drawing upon 
visual language are when Margaret first 
learned English by reading children’s 
picture books.  The English language 
made a connection with the visual lan-
guage of the pictures which she could 
use to relate to her first language.  I 
also knew someone who was easily able 
to learn Japanese writing due to her 
Chinese heritage; she already knew the 
meanings to many of the characters and 
could draw and understand them.  She 
merely required new words to describe 
these same characters.

EDUCATORS AND STORYBOARDS
This form of scaffolding is excellent in 
storyboarding.  Children know pictures 
long before they know words.  Story-

Storyboards in EAL Teaching
Researched and Written by Jennifer Rogalski with Contributions from Margaret Machoko
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boards are highly versatile and can be 
utilized in virtually every subject, trade, 
and topic. Images are already used in 
language learning to convey meaning 
of specific words.  In teaching true 
beginning language learners, educators 
already use over exaggerated gestures 
to convey meaning while they speak 
simply in the target language.  Pictures 
are often used to convey meaning of 
terms that may be difficult to explain 
simply in words.  Educators must 
always find ways to build upon the 
prior knowledge of their students and 
in terms of language which the prior 
knowledge exists as their students’ first 
languages.  Words and phrases must be 
recycled and reviewed to be established 
within the long term memory (Fecyk-
Lamb, 2010).

There are numerous ways to employ 
storyboards to suit the needs of learners 
and to build upon the target language 
being learned.  The following is a 
sample of how storyboards could be 
utilized to facilitate the education of 
language learners at different levels of 
study.

BEGINNER
o Put the storyboard in order
o Match the images to written 
text
o Show the educator the image 
when prompted vocally
o Show the educator the text 
when prompted with an image
o Chanting along with the edu-
cator
o Read the storyboard aloud as 
a group without prompting
o Ask simple true or false ques-
tions while pointing to the images
Intermediate/Advanced
o Ask comprehension questions
o Tell the story in a wrong order 
and have the students correct it
o Write the text for the image
o Create the text for a story-
board either written or discussed in 
group

ADAPTATIONS AND TECHNOLOGY
Since storyboards are images, they can 
be designed either by hand or digitally 
to suit any situation, whether it is the 
most basic survival English for begin-
ners or complex CALP (Cognitive Aca-
demic Language Proficiency) language 
for those in the medical field.  Also, as 
mentioned previously, the activities 
that can be done with storyboards are 
numerous and flexible to accommodate 
the multiple intelligences.  It can be 
group work, individual work, hands 
on, writing, speaking, listening, view-
ing, and therefore, is very accommo-
dating for students of all intelligences.
Even the students who have some form 
of disability can find a method to use 
storyboarding comfortably.  Technol-
ogy can eliminate the need to write for 
a student with problematic fine motor 
skills.  Technology can also provide 
clear viewing formats that are sustain-

able and paper free such as PowerPoint.  
In addition, there exist such programs 
as ‘Storyboard’ published by Wida 
Software that allow for the students to 
gain one-on-one activities where they 
can be prompted and corrected almost 
instantaneously in their language learn-
ing.  The teacher can create specific les-
sons to suit all themes on this program 
as well (Al-Kahtani, 1999).
It is also true that the use of technol-
ogy within an EAL classroom should 
be essential as many students may 
come from backgrounds where such 
technological devices are not used.  In 
an EAL class, they can learn the names 
and purposes of such devices as well as 
being given opportunities to use them 
without the added stress of having to 
actually use the devices for academic 
or business purposes; they can toy with 
and learn the devices at a slower pace.  
They can learn to adapt themselves to 

voicebox
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technology, for English is the language 
that rules technology and it is the norm 
in most English speaking countries to 
use technology daily.

PRECAUTIONS
Despite the numerous benefits that sto-
ryboards can bring to language learn-
ing, there exist some factors that may 
be problematic and must be observed 
to achieve optimum results when 
teaching.  Such disadvantages that 
may cause problems are unfamiliarity 
to the language learner.  The event or 
object displayed in the storyboard may 
not exist in the learners’ native culture 
and therefore they will not have the 
background knowledge to draw from.  
They will not be able to scaffold their 
knowledge compared to a student who 
does possess the understanding of that 
particular situation.  These learners will 
have to create entirely new schemas 
to accommodate the new informa-
tion, which, in many situations, can 
be extremely difficult, especially if the 
situation does not hold relevance to the 
learner.  If a student cannot find mean-
ing in anything they learn, they will 
believe there is little point in learning 
it (Santrock et al, 2007).  Culture must 
also be taught in storyboards to convey 
meaning of why these actions would 
occur so that students will understand 
the relevance of the events.
In addition, since storyboards are so 
readily adaptable to any event or situa-
tion, the educator must be careful that 
when designing a storyboard that either 
their drawings or selected images look 
like what they are representing.  A poor 
quality image may be unrecognizable to 
learners and lead to difficulty because 
they cannot make a connection with 
visual language to their first language.  
Storyboards must clearly and explicitly 
convey meaning in visual language to 
allow for connections and scaffolding 
to existing schemas.

CONCLUSION

Therefore, with all of these factors 
considered, storyboarding is an effec-
tive method of language teaching and 
learning if one takes the proper precau-

tions in designing the storyboards.  The 
process of using storyboards provides a 
stimulating visual that often explicitly 
represents a concept which, ideally, 
most students will be able to relate 
with and connect to the prior knowl-
edge of their first language schemas.  If 
they do not have schemas to support 
them, the visuals provide an engaging 
method for them to create new schemas 
and build upon them to create deeper 
understanding.  Storyboards are highly 
versatile in allowing for any learning 
level and any topic or theme because 
it works through visual language.  In 
life, people see the world around them 
to understand.  They remember what 
they see and store it for further use.  
Visualization is easier to connect to 
than text alone.  We humans see before 
we speak, and when we speak we try 
to make others see what were are talk-
ing about.  Words are connections to 
images; it is simply a matter of finding 
new words to connect to those images.  
The expression goes, a picture is worth 
a thousand words; more so when you 
factor in all languages to describe that 
picture. 
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has provided financial support and professional development op-
portunities to the Manitoba EAL community. 

In an endeavour to increase this involvement, we are happy to announce that two separate funds have been set 
up: The EAL Learners’ Fund and EAL Professional Development Fund. Students can apply to the EAL Learner’s 
Fund for a bursary of up to $500 and EAL professionals working within the Manitoba EAL community can apply 
for up to $1000 funding. 

For more information and application forms, please visit our website at 
www.tealmanitoba.ca.

Teachers, did you know that TESL Canada has an 
educational fund for students?
Purpose of the Funding: 
Funding is available for different educational purposes: 
• To assist ESL learners in continuing their education, either by taking a course that assists 

other ESL learners in some way, or by working on a project that is useful as a learning re-
source for the ESL community.

• To assist ESL organizers working on a project with ESL learners; the project should create 
a useful learning resource for the ESL community.

• To sponsor a speaker at TESL Canada conferences
• To assist learners at the Learners Conference in a way decided by the Learners Conference 

Chair. 
Criteria: 
Applications are evaluated according to the degree in which they comply with the purpose 
of the Foundation and purpose of the funding. Only one recipient can be awarded in a fis-
cal year, between Oct.1 and Sept. 30. Funds can be awarded annually, preferably beginning 
October 1st. 
Eligibility: 
Any ESL learner currently in an ESL school or in a volunteer ESL organization who is recom-
mended by the board of a provincial affiliate of TESL Canada. 
Value: 
Funding is available up to $500.  
The amount may vary. 
Time Frame: 
The project should be completed within 12 months after the funding. 
If you have any questions, please contact the TESL Canada office at:  
admin@tesl.ca 
604-298-0312. 
Encourage interested students to visit www.tesl.ca for application details.
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