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voices

EDITORS’ VOICE
Kevin Carter

One of the many things that have 
captivated me with the EAL field is 
the connection I get with the global 
community. I have taught students 
from all corners of the globe; from 
South Korea to Iran to Germany 
and Brazil. Each interaction has ir-
revocably changed my perceptions of 
the World around me and improved 
my ability to negotiate with others 
across many cultural barriers. This 
is not to say that I am perfectly able 
to transcend misunderstandings 
arising from cultural differences; 
quite the contrary. It is because I 
am aware that at any moment I may 
misunderstand a person’s meaning, 
or that my actions and words may 
lead others to misunderstand me, 
that I have become more sensitive 
to the act of negotiation. The feeling 
of frustration, anger, and confusion 
that may emerge from cross-cultural 
communication thus often signals 
the presence of cultural differences. 
One must therefore resist the natural 
instinct of interpreting the character 
of another when the perceptual lens 
used to view the interaction is fogged 
by a single culture. As members of the 
global community, it is important to 
continually foster good cross-cultural 
awareness and communication skills. 
This issue of the TEAL Manitoba 
Journal is therefore dedicated to the 
topic of cross-cultural awareness and 
communication. 
China is a growing power on the 
World stage and therefore the cul-
tural clash between the East and 
West is one worth exploring. Weilin 
Duan (Olivia) helps us to bridge this 
cultural gap in her article entitled 
“Cross-cultural and intercultural 
communication and Understand-
ing.” Her article is both insightful 
and humorous, especially for those 
of us who have found ourselves in 
similar circumstances. The aware-
ness of the Chinese culture that this 
article fosters will be beneficial to all 

EAL teachers in Manitoba as Chinese 
students form a significant percentage 
of the student body. 
Richard Castro took us on a journey 
around the World to explore con-
ditionals in the March issue of the 
TEAL MB Journal. He now invites 
us on a new journey to explore the 
passive voice. While the affect of one’s 
first language on the acquisition of 
an additional language is certainly 
debatable, I subscribe to the belief 
that there must exist at least a mini-
mum level of influence. Accepting for 
the moment that such an influence 
does indeed exist, an understanding 
of the grammar of other languages 
may help with cross-cultural aware-
ness and communication skills. This 
knowledge helps us to understand the 
English produced by our students and 
provides a base from which to discuss 
similarities and differences between 
cultures that extend beyond the topic 
of grammar. 
Building cross-cultural awareness 
and communication skills is no small 
feat as “culture is one of the two or 
three most complicated words in the 
English language”, says the author of 
Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture 
and Society (Williams, 1976, p. 
87). Recognizing the complexity of 
the concept of culture leads one to 
accept that multiple paths must be 
accessed if true cross-cultural aware-
ness and communication is to be 
realized. While literature, discussions, 
and academic lessons certainly are 
beneficial in fostering cross-cultural 
awareness and communication, one 
must not neglect the role that art can 
play in this endeavor. EAL Students 
come into our classrooms at various 
levels of English proficiency and with 
a treasure-trove of prior experiences. 
Some of these students may come 
from primarily oral cultures that 
place the arts (dance, drama, crafts, 
storytelling, songs, etc.) as important 

modes of communication. In the case 
of refugee and interrupted schooling 
students, the arts may facilitate com-
munication where all other forms of 
discourse are limited or non-existent. 
Anna Melizza’s article entitled “Inte-
grating the arts to enhance English 
language learners’ literacy develop-
ment” describes the many benefits 
that EAL students have when they 
are given the opportunity to practice 
the arts, such as visual arts, music, 
dance, movement, and drama. Each 
of these forms of expression offers an 
opportunity for students to express 
themselves authentically and to 
communicate with their peers from 
different cultures.
Each of the above featured articles 
helps to foster cross-cultural aware-
ness and communication, thus each 
contributor has enriched our profes-
sional field by sharing their insights. 
For those who are subsequently 
inspired to take on the challenge of 
building cross-cultural awareness 
and communication skills in their 
classrooms, Victoria Flynn offers a 
review of both “The Breadwinner” 
and “Mud City” by Deborah Ellis. 
Both books shed light on the lives of 
those in the Afghanistan region and 
their struggles for survival. These 
books can be used to help students 
from various backgrounds gain em-
pathy for others in difficult situations 
as well as to compare and contrast 
different cultures. In addition, Susan 
LaSpina and Cecile Roy introduce us 
to various cultural books that can be 
used in the classroom. For each book, 
they include the culture highlighted, 
appropriate age level, topic, synopsis, 
vocabulary, and some lesson ideas. 
Finally, please check out the review 
by Sandra Melo on the Celebrating 
Linguistic Diversity Conference.

Thank you to all of our contributors. 
Have a great summer break!
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As the end of the current academic 
year draws to a close, I hope that 
looking back we can reflect on all 
the successes of the past year. TEAL 
Manitoba has worked hard to provide 
its membership with many profes-
sional opportunities to grow in the 
area of EAL education. From its 
conference Celebrating the Right to 
Learn: Empowering Change and Tak-
ing Action in EAL Education to the 
TEAL Manitoba Journal, and from 
the EAL Cafes to the TEAL Wiki, 
many people have contributed to 
the ongoing success of this growing 
group. I would like to take this op-
portunity to thank all of the executive 
members and all who have taken part 
in our many exciting events for your 
hard work and participation. As the 
summer break approaches, remember 
to take some time to breathe deeply, 
enjoy the warmth and recognize the 
goodness of a much needed break! 
On behalf of TEAL Manitoba, I 
wish you a restful and rejuvenating 
summer. 

VICE-PRESIDENT’S VOICE
Sandra Melo
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CROSS-CULTURAL AND INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION AND 
UNDERSTANDING

Weilin Duan (Olivia)

The last few decades has witnessed a 
great deal of achievements in every 
aspect in China since its policy of 
reforming and opening to the out-
side world. China has been commu-
nicating with the rest of the world 
through becoming a member of the 
World Trade Organization (WTO), 
hosting the Beijing Olympic Games 
and Shanghai World Expo as well 
as other international events. Will-
ingness of communicating with 
the world should be attributed to 
the huge success China has ac-
complished. However, unlike com-
munication within Chinese culture 
which we are adjusting ourselves 
into from the moment we were 
born in this world, cross-cultural 
communication with western coun-
tries is so complex and sensitive that 
it has always been a barrier that 
hinders progress. That’s why we 
need to understand the differences 
of intercultural communication 
in the hope of better cooperation 
and a better world. This paper is 
going to explain cross-cultural 
communication and focus on 
misunderstanding that may oc-
cur in communication between 
China and western countries as 
well as growth of understand-
ing between two cultures.
     Cross-cultural communi-
cation is a process of interaction 
with people from different cultural 
backgrounds through both lan-
guage and nonverbal behavior. As 
the development of globalization 
progresses, cross-cultural communi-
cation has become more important 
than ever before. The world is like 
a huge melting pot which contains 
plenty of different cultures and 
communication is like a big blender 
that integrates all the different ele-
ments into a whole. In the process 
of stirring and mixing, there may 

be annoying noises and blocks that 
happen. In other words, people 
may have a difficult time adjusting 
to a new culture and to those parts 
of the culture not familiar to them 
at the first stage of communication 
so that their views may clash with 
the different beliefs, norms, values, 
and traditions that exist in different 
cultures. As long as we follow the 
path of open-mindedness, accep-
tance and tolerance, it is positive 
that cross-cultural communication 
will not be a barrier between dif-
ferent countries. Instead, it can be 
the bridge across the countries to 
help better understand. To achieve 
that goal, it is essential for us to get 
the knowledge of cultural differ-
ences in the first place. The biggest 
cultural difference which exists in 
the world is between east and west. 
And Chinese culture is the typical 
example of Asian culture. So the 
cultural difference to be discussed 
in this paper will focus on Chinese 
culture and western culture.

     Generally speaking, Chinese 
people are influenced a great deal 
by the idea of Confucianism which 
teaches us to be humble and modest 
rather than radical and aggressive, 
always keep a low profile rather 
than show yourself to make you 
special, and be grateful for what 
you already have rather than ask 
for too much because enough is 
as good as a feast. As opposed to 
this idea, western culture advocates 
humanism since renaissance. Every 
individual is unique in the world 

and everyone is encouraged to show 
how special he is and what he can 
do. Westerners believe in themselves 
even if they are told by others they 
were wrong while Chinese tend to 
believe in others because they were 
told the truth is always grasped by 
the majority. Chinese obey the rules 
while westerners break the rules. 
Chinese care about how hard one 
can work while westerners consider 
effectiveness more important. Since 
culture differs in many aspects, mis-
understandings are easy to be found 
in communication.
     How we address people in China 
is different from western countries 
in some way. Chinese like to add 
a title to every person even if he is 
not a doctor, professor, or president 
which is the titles used frequently in 
western countries. So it is likely to 
hear manager Zhang, accountant 
Li, teacher Wang, supervisor Luo, 
secretary Liu and so on in China 
which may sound weird to western-
ers who generally divide people into 

Ms., Mr., Miss and 
Mrs. . Most of the 
time they just call 
people by their first 
names and this will 
be considered very 
rude and impolite 
in China if they 

are older than you. The address for 
family members is simple in English 
whereas it is much more compli-
cated in Chinese. For example, 
uncle can be called in four different 
ways in China according to whether 
he is on mother’s side or on father’s 
side and whether he is older or 
younger than mother or father. And 
it is important to be specific when 
you identify a family member and 
make no mistake about the address 
in Chinese culture. This complex-
ity is stemmed from the big family 

“As long as we follow the path of open-mindedness, ac-
ceptance and tolerance, it is positive that cross-cultural 
communication will not be a barrier between different 
countries.”
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system in ancient China in which 
there were specific rules and respon-
sibilities for every family member 
and the position of each member 
in the family tree is crystal clear by 
referring to his address. 
     “A family is a place where no 
thanks is needed” is one of the ways 
we define a family in China. We are 
supposed to help each other with-
out expecting thanks just like we 
don’t thank ourselves. Saying thanks 
in a Chinese family is a symbol of 
distance. We only say thanks to 
those who are not family members. 
Interestingly, you do hear people 
saying thanks in their family once 
in a while. But the only reason for 
that is they are in a cold war and one 
doesn’t want to make peace with the 
other. However, thanks can be heard 
a great deal in a western family to 
show gratitude and appreciation. 
Children thank their mother for a 
great meal. Wife thanks husband 
for passing sugar on dinner table. 
Brother thanks his sister for lending 
him a pen. Western people don’t 
take any kind of help for granted. 
They believe every kindness and 
help from others no mat-
ter who they are deserves a 
“thank you”.
     Many misunderstanding 
and jokes happen in conver-
sation resulting from one big 
difference between China 
and western countries--Chinese are 
indirect as opposed to the straight-
forward personality of westerners. 
Chinese sometimes say something 
that they don’t mean it. They expect 
people to figure out what they really 
want to say instead of them saying 
it out loud. In fact, it is common 
sense in China. Everybody knows 
that. In English, people just say 
what they mean. For instance, an 
American was invited to dinner 
in a Chinese family. To show their 
hospitality, the family made a lovely 
meal. During the dinner, the host 
helped the American refill his bowl 
with rice every time he found his 
guest’s bowl almost empty. Finally, 
the guest was full and he refused 

to have his bowl refilled again with 
“no, thank you. I’m full”. Unfortu-
nately for him, “no, thank you” in 
Chinese culture is a polite way to 
say “yes”. So the host insisted on 
refilling his bowl and the American 
had to accept without knowing 
what happened. The only thing the 
poor guy told himself at that mo-
ment was “when in Rome, do as the 
Roman do”. At last, he was so full 
that he couldn’t move. Another in-
teresting story about the difference 
between the cultures is told to every 
English learner in China to prevent 
them from such an embarrassing 
moment. An English man met a 
gorgeous Chinese lady at a friend’s 
birthday party and said to her “you 
look beautiful today”. Surprisingly, 
she responded “where? where?” be-
cause in Chinese this is a common 
way to show her humbleness by say-
ing so. The English man had never 
expected such an answer. But he had 
a good sense of humor. So he said 
“everywhere” to the Chinese girl 
which made her feel really awkward. 
In fact, things should not have been 
so complicated and embarrassing if 

only the Chinese girl said a simple 
“thank you”. 
     The question “how old are you?” 
may be one of the first few English 
sentences we learned in the very 
beginning. But it is the last question 
you may want to ask a westerner. 
Almost every English learner in 
China has been warned by their 
English teachers not to ask about 
age, marriage, income and religion 
when you talk to foreigners. Gen-
eral topics such as weather and sport 
are the ones suggested. However, 
asking about age, job, and even 
marriage is not considered as rude 
and offensive in China. Chinese 
ask these private questions to show 

their concerns. And sometimes 
they are just topics to continue a 
conversation. It appears Chinese 
are willing to share their privacy 
whereas westerners mind very much 
being asked about their privacy. So 
Chinese need to remind themselves 
of not asking about privacy every 
time they feel like getting interested 
in the private topics.
     In China, we often greet people 
with the most frequent question 
“have you eaten yet?” which may 
cause some misunderstanding in 
the conversation with people from 
English-speaking countries because 
westerners may think this question 
as an invitation to a meal. In fact, it 
is just a greeting with no intention 
of invitation at all. The other usual 
questions for greeting in China is” 
where are you going?” and “what 
are you doing?” which are really bad 
ways to greet westerners because 
from their view it is none of your 
business to know where they are go-
ing and what they are doing unless 
you are a policeman. Greetings such 
as “good morning”, “hello”, “hi”, or 
“how are you?” are used frequently 

in English.
     The phenomenon 
that the same ob-
ject carries different 
meaning in differ-
ent cultures tends 
to cause misunder-

standing in communication. A 
dog is the best pet companion in 
western countries. Speaking of dogs, 
there are many positive images of 
dogs in the English language such 
as a “lucky dog”, “love me, love my 
dog” and “every dog has its day”, 
because a dog is regarded as a sym-
bol of loyalty and bravery in western 
countries. However, a dog is more 
often related to negative meanings 
in Chinese culture. For example, 
we call a person who helps someone 
harm people “running dog”. And 
we say a person who is snobbish has 
“dog’s eyes”. Chinese see themselves 
as descendants of the dragon which 
is the representation of power and 
sacredness in Chinese culture while 

“Many misunderstanding and jokes happen in conversa-
tion resulting from one big difference between China and 
western countries--Chinese are indirect as opposed to 
the straightforward personality of westerners.”
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a dragon is viewed as monster in 
western culture. That’s why west-
erners feel strange when they hear 
four new industrial economies in 
Asia were called “the four dragons 
of Asia” originally. To help western-
ers better understand the meaning, 
the term was later changed into “the 
four tigers of Asia”. 
     People tend to look for any non-
verbal cues they can get to help un-
derstand others in communication 
especially when the verbal message 
cannot be fully understood. Since 
nonverbal behavior has something 
to do with our common sense which 
is ideas about what are appropriate 
and normal in one culture, how 
we interpret 
gestures, facial 
expressions, si-
lence, special 
relations and 
other nonver-
bal cues may 
differ under 
different systems of culture. For 
example, eye contact is empha-
sized in a conversation in western 
culture whereas it is often avoided 
in Chinese culture. Westerners be-
lieve someone who does not look 
into your eyes cannot be trusted. 
And less or no eye contact is a sign 
of no interest in the conversation. 
But Chinese feel embarrassed mak-
ing eye contact with people. And 
sometimes avoiding eye contact is 
a way of showing respect to oth-
ers in China. Many westerners are 
hug lovers while few Chinese feel 
comfortable being hugged unless 
they are lovers. They may find 
body touching such as a hug awk-
ward. Girls walking hand-in-hand 
in China, even if they are adults, 
doesn’t mean anything except they 
are close friends. However, if two 
girls are found hand-in-hand in 
western countries people know they 
are more than just friends. They are 
probably lesbians. 
     Since misunderstanding exists 
everywhere in cross-cultural com-
munication, how to cope with it 
is the problem we have to face and 

solve. One thing that we should 
keep in mind is to think twice be-
fore you act in cross-cultural com-
munication. By saying this I mean if 
the situation gets tense. It is possible 
that people misinterpret each other 
and even offend someone. We need 
to be especially patient and forgiv-
ing when others don’t know much 
about our culture. We cannot be 
hostile or aggressive even if things 
go badly. Slow down and try to 
figure out what is going on instead 
of heating the conflict. Do not take 
anything for granted. Sometimes 
things could be very different from 
a totally new perspective. Although 
there are many misunderstanding 

that may occur in a conversation, 
the growth of understanding is 
obvious in both China and western 
countries. Western festivals such 
as Christmas, Valentine’s Day, and 
Mother’s Day are particularly wel-
comed in China. Chinese young 
people celebrate these western festi-
vals as if they are traditional Chinese 
festivals. Many westerners know 
spring festival (Chinese New Year) 
as well. Understanding can also be 
shown in food. Western food such 
as steak and pizza is well known in 
China. Fast food restaurants such 
as KFC and McDonald’s are even 
more popular, so that you can find 
them in every corner of China. 
Chinese food is very much liked by 
many westerners as well. Chinese 
restaurants in western countries 
are frequented by westerners. These 
understandings influence people’s 
lives in one way or another.
     There is an increased need and 
desire for cross-cultural communi-
cation since the growth of global-
ization involves a large number of 
people in cross-cultural communi-
cation whether they like it or not. 

Misunderstanding in communica-
tion is inevitable since so many 
cultural differences exist. One way 
to narrow down the big gap is to 
communicate and understand. Due 
to the fact that English learning 
has been prevailing in every corner 
of China, an increasing number of 
Chinese are getting to know the 
world from a different point of view 
and being aware of the importance 
of mutual respect and understand-
ing. Even though we have different 
cultures, communication and un-
derstanding can bring us together. 
After all, it is the same global village 
we are living in.
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BACKGROUND
When I was training to become an EAL teacher I got the 
distinct impression on several occasions that the passive was 
something fairly obscure and possibly something to be avoided, 
or at the very least something that we should not consider 
teaching unless we were dealing with fairly advanced students.  
You certainly get this impression when writing documents 
in Microsoft Word and the grammar and spell checker often 
underlines passages that you have written in the passive.

Well I feel it’s about time somebody set the record straight and 
said something in defence of the passive!

THE PASSIVE IN ENGLISH
You don’t have to look too far to realise that the passive is a 
really important part of our language. We use it all the time 
and in so many situations. 

It certainly is not difficult to form. It’s just a case of conjugat-
ing the various tenses of the verb ‘to be’ (which students of 
EAL will be learning anyway) and stick the past participle on 
the end (and they’re going to learn about the past participle 
sooner rather than later).

When it comes to the use of the passive, I think everyone is 
happy with the idea that when you need to explain what is 
happening to somebody or something and there is either no 
agent or no readily identifiable agent, then the passive is your 
man (or woman!). Of course this is often the case when we 
are describing scientific processes as is indicated in this small 
excerpt from Wikipedia about electro-magnetism:

“A current is induced in a loop of wire when it is moved towards 
or away from a magnetic field or a magnet is moved towards 
or away from it, the direction of the current depending on 
that of the movement”.

And before you start saying, ‘oh yes but that’s scientific lan-
guage, that’s different’ then I must point out that a sentence 
like ‘any cars illegally parked will be towed away’ could be said 
to be only too down to earth!  

Where it all starts to get rather contentious is when we have 
the choice and could either put something in the active voice 
or the passive voice. I was once writing something about the 
principle of lift in flight (well we all have to do something 
in our spare time and anyway it’s a fascinating subject) and I 
was trying to describe what happens from the point of view of 
the air passing below and above the airplane wing, so I wrote 
(or tried to write) the following sentence.  In the case of the 
airplane rolling down the runway, the air is sliced by the wing 

with half going below the wing and the other half above. I 
got a comment from Microsoft suggesting that I could get a 
more lively and persuasive sentence by using an active verb 
and saying that ‘the wing slices the air’.  Look, Microsoft, 
I’m not exactly stupid, I know I could say it this way but I 
chose not to because I wanted to focus on what was hap-
pening to the air, OK! 

I am very interested in language learning generally and have 
studied quite a few different foreign languages so I thought 
it might be both apposite and informative to see the extent 
to which other languages use the passive.

FRENCH
This is always the best place to start particularly as French 
is the other official language of Canada. French forms the 
passive in exactly the same way as English (relevant tense 
of the verb être – to be - plus past participle).  The passive 
is used in French almost as much as it is in English. I was 
recently on a trip to Québec and couldn’t help noticing one 
afternoon written on the check:  ‘vous avez été servi  par 
Irène’ unashamedly passive and just the sort of thing we say 
in English (‘you were served today by Irene’). Yes we might 
say ‘your server today was Irene’ but what we would not say 
is ‘Irene served you today’. It just sounds too crass. We want 
to emphasise that it is “you”, the customer who is the subject 
of this delightful serving experience.

GERMAN
Passives are fairly common in German as well.  It is worth 
noting that in German they use the auxiliary verb ‘to become’ 
rather than ‘to be’ thus clearly differentiating between false 
and real passives. In English the expression ‘the house is lo-
cated on Portage Avenue’ is not really a passive, it just seems 
like it is because we are using the verb “to be” with the past 
participle, but here the past participle is merely descriptive. 
The expression ‘the house is easily located using your satnav’ 
really is a passive as something is happening to the house 
[it is being located].  You just don’t get this confusion in 
German because they would say ‘the house becomes located 
using your satnav’.

SCANDINAVIAN LANGUAGES
It is true that in Scandinavian languages like Norwegian and 
Swedish they don’t like passives and reflexives find themselves 
masquerading as pseudo passives.
Reflexives are used to say things like ‘the street can easily 
find itself ’ rather than the street can easily be found. But 
the word for “itself ” is ‘seg’ and this contracts to ‘s’ so you 
get the rather quaint and concise ‘the street can easily finds’ 

Richard Castro

THE PASSIVE, TOO, HAS A VOICE
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and who would begrudge them that!

RUSSIAN
At first glance it appears that the passive is not much used in 
Russian until you start considering the use of participles used 
in isolation.  I suppose if verb tenses are kind of like rivers 
flowing through the landscape of language then participles 
are like the clumps of ice left behind when the rivers freeze, 
ready to release their semantic content when the ice melts 
(well I like to be poetic occasionally!).  Russian has what 
I would call a full set of participles (present and past / 
active and passive).  
It will be seen that English has been used in the follow-
ing table of the passive participles but with the Russian 
endings to give a bit of Russian flavour.

Notice that we don’t really have distinct active and passive 
participles in English. When we use the past participle of 
transitive verbs in isolation, the usage tends to be passive 
(‘books written in Russian’, ‘matters reported upon in the 
press’); but when we use the present participle of verbs 
in isolation the usage tends to be active (‘seeing the boy 
I decided to ask him a question’). On the other hand we 
have a very rich system of tenses both active and passive.
Actually the Russians do have some genuine passive tenses 
because you can use a short form of the past passive par-
ticiple with the verb ‘to be’. So you can say
‘The book will be sendena ’ .  (The book will be sent).  
But you can’t normally do this with the present passive 

participle. Instead they are much more likely to use a 
reflexive (like the Norwegians and Swedish) and say:
‘The book is sending itself ’.  (The book is being sent). 
But since the word for itself is ‘sibya’ and this contracts 
to ‘sya’ you get 
‘The book is sendingsya’. Now doesn’t that sound good, 
so quintessentially Russian!

FINNISH
Finnish also has a full set of participles and here are the 
passive ones.

But like the English and unlike the Russians, the Finns have 
a full set of tenses in the passive. 
I would like to tell you that they use the passive, as we would 
in English, to make the object of a transitive verb in an active 
sentence the subject in the passive sentence and the subject 
of the active sentence the agent in the passive sentence.  But 
I believe that when there is a well-defined subject they are 
more likely to leave it in the active. Where there is no agent 
or only a general agent then they use the passive.
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In general impersonal constructions, they only use the 
passive whereas we retain a choice in English.

But the Finns also use the passive for things like ‘let’s 
do something.’ And they do this for intransitive verbs 
as well.

It’s good to know that there’s someone out there less 
scared of using the passive than we are!

CONCLUSION

I think I’ve shown at least three reasons why we should 
teach the passive in EAL at a relatively early stage.
- It is an important part of our language.
- It really isn’t that difficult.
- We’re not the only language using it so we re-
ally shouldn’t be shy! 
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I will be referring to “The Arts”, when I 
speak of this I am making reference to 
the following areas:  visual arts, music, 
dance, movement and drama. Research 
has shown that certain forms of arts 
instruction promote basic reading skills, 
language development and writing 
skills.  There are many benefits to giving 
students the opportunity to practise the 
arts, they are as follows:
 access multiple intelligences,
 develop higher thinking skills,
 enhance multicultural under-
standings,
 build self-esteem, confidence,
 gain positive emotional re-
sponses to learning, 
 engage through a variety of 
learning styles,
 promote growth in positive 
social skills.
Wright (2003) stated, “A good curricu-
lum which includes art education can 
help children to find logical connec-
tions, develop expression and art is an 
important vehicle for self-expression.”  
Children express themselves in many 
forms, not just verbally.  They dance, 
do role-play and paint their feelings.  
Prins (2003) stated, “students who have 
trouble expressing themselves verbally 
may excel in painting, dancing or draw-
ing.  We cannot ignore this important 
aspect of learning and intelligence.”  
Research shows that when appropri-
ate materials are used for the child’s 
development, it enhances the child’s 
verbal and nonverbal skills, physical 
development, and social and emotional 
skills.  Rabkin(2004) stated, “the arts 
are deeply cognitive, not simply emo-
tive, and the arts provide the ‘tools of 
thought’ for developing the imagina-
tion and enhanced learning across all 
subjects.  Arts integration makes the 
arts an interdisciplinary partner with 
other subjects.”

Social constructivists believe that 
meanings and understanding grows 
out of social encounters.  Prins (2003) 
stated, “socially constructing learning 
in the arts requires sensitivity to chil-
dren’s areas of understanding that have 
not yet matured and working within 
these areas.”  In Vygotsky’s Zone of 
Proximal Development-he observed 
children and found that when they 
worked with an adult, it enabled them 
to refine their thinking or performance 
to make it more effective.  Vygotsky 
found that “the development of lan-
guage and articulation of ideas was 
central to learning and development”.  
Prins (2003) stated, “the teacher’s 
role is to guide the students through 
a creative process.  It is important 
that an art program should be multi-
dimensional.”

VISUAL ARTS
When a teacher reads a story to the 
class, they are asked to draw their 
favourite part or character.  Students 
who are comfortable with writing can 
write a sentence to go with their pic-
ture.  If these are very young children, 
then have them dictate to you what the 

picture is about or label the pictures 
for them.  Using magazines is another 
useful tool with EAL students.  They 
can cut out pictures in a magazine to 
teach a specific concept, for example: 
cut out all the healthy foods you can 
find which then can be pasted to a 
paper plate.  
Different mediums such as clay or plas-
ticine can be used to create sculptures.  
This aids in the development of fine 
motor skills.   Buhrow & Garcia (2006) 
stated, “Drawing is also a medium in 
which kids are developing questions 
and making discoveries about certain 

things.” Benefits for ELLs, Art as 
Literacy:  “Kids are able to write at 
their level with varying amounts of 
support.  Scaffolded language can be 
used to develop writing. Illustrations 
accompanying text allows for expres-
sion of thinking.  It provides another 
opportunity for ELLs to publish ideas 
and share.”
 As teachers we need to accommodate 
learners with different learning styles 
in the EAL classroom.  Prins (2003) 
stated, “Visual, tactile, kinaesthetic 
learners will surely show progress in 
language learning when presented with 
artistic or practical activities to apply 
language or knowledge.” 

MUSIC AND DANCE
Music is a universal language central to 
every culture of the world.  Research 
suggests that the musical arts are in-
strumental to the cognitive process 
and impacts the systems responsible for 
learning.  Brown (2008) stated, “Music 
reduces mental fatigue, calms tension, 
focuses thinking and greatly impacts 
creativity and sensitivity.  Listening 
to music also stimulates the release 
of endorphins which are produced in 

the brain to 
relieve pain 
and produce 
a  euphor ic 
state.”  

Music is auditory, kinaesthetic/tactile 
(movement), and elicits emotion.  Song 
lyrics tap into the visual modality.  
Songs, poems, and rhymes can be used 
for effective long term learning.  Rogers 
(2006) stated, “Songs can aid memory 
and the pronunciation of new words.” 
Music can create an environment that 
is conducive to learning.  Daves (2000) 
stated, “Teaching that combines music 
with language arts instruction can be 
the most effective.  It is important for 
emergent readers to experience many 
connections between literacy in lan-

Anna Melizza

INTEGRATING THE ARTS TO ENHANCE ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS’ LITERACY 

DEVELOPMENT

“As teachers we need to accommodate learners with 
different learning styles in the EAL classroom.”
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guage, music, and in print.”  Woodall 
& Ziembroski (2002) stated, “Musi-
cal learning is connected to song and 
movement, children instinctively listen 
to music and try to identify familiar 
melodies and rhythms, just as early 
readers will look for words that sound 
alike, have patterns, or rhyme. The use 
of music for reading instruction allows 
children to easily recall new vocabu-
lary, facts, numbers, and conventions 
of print.”  
A repetitive song helps the emergent 
literacy by giving children a chance to 
read higher-levelled text and to read 
with music over and over again in a 
meaningful context.  Rogers (2006) 
stated, “Music has been used 
extensively to teach first and 
second languages.  It is currently 
a common practice to use songs 
in the classroom to support sec-
ond language acquisition.  The 
literature abounds with positive 
statements concerning music 
as a vehicle for first and second 
language acquisition.”  
Research shows that music can change 
brain waves and make the brain more 
receptive to learning.  Brain function is 
increased when listening to music and 
studies have shown that music aids in 
more complex thinking.  Brown (2008) 
stated, “Music forms a natural bridge to 
literacy development, builds self-esteem 
and creates a sense of inclusion and 
collaboration.  Educators can achieve 
far greater success in teaching through 
strategic use of music.” 
As teachers we need to think creatively 
in providing a “language-rich” environ-
ment.  Having students create their 
own musical instruments from various 
mediums:  dried beans or pasta, rice, 
which are placed in different containers 
to make noise makers or instruments.  
Pre-teach the vocabulary of items need-
ed for the craft.  Take photographs of 
the students making their instruments 
which can be used afterward to discuss 
the steps and their involvement. 
Brown (2008) stated, “The enabling 
power of music alongside of kinaes-
thetic activity helps a child to focus.  
Music lowers the ‘affective filter’.  The 

affective filter can be described as a 
negative attitude towards learning 
caused by numerous personal factors 
in a student’s life.  Music lowers the 
affective filter and makes learning fun 
and a natural activity.”
 According to Krashen, “students not 
only learn, but also acquire a second 
language best when their affective 
filter is lowered.”  When students find 
themselves in a low stress environment 
they are not afraid to make mistakes.   
Dance can be a very effective way of 
teaching EAL students in a fun and en-
gaging way.  Bongiorno (2001) stated, 
“Dance is a living language.  Dance is 

a form of artistic movement. Dance 
exercises stimulate visual thinking 
and perception, which are considered 
right brain processes.  This is critical 
for students whose learning style is 
nonverbal”. 
Kinaesthetic learning is used with EAL 
students and is the most favourable and 
enjoyable technique.  Lewthor (2010) 
stated, “Whereby the student actively 
participates in a task can prove very 
fruitful indeed when learning English.”  
Many students respond well to EAL 
lessons, which incorporate dancing 
into the subject matter as it is fun, 
educational and very effective.  
Bongiorno (2010) stated for example, 
“A student’s objective will be to discuss 
elements of dance, and share ideas 
on how language arts can be used to 
deconstruct dance.  Students will use 
parts of speech as a basis for develop-
ing a dance composition”. Examples of 
parts of speech to review with students:  
noun, verbs, adverbs, and prepositions 
(Hartley, Susan: “Integration with 
Dance/English Language Arts.”2000).
Dancing stimulates the brain and re-
leases endorphins, which enables the 

subject matter of the lesson to really 
‘sink in’.
Brown (2008) stated, “When one is 
dancing the body is relying on the brain 
to coordinate itself with the music, the 
dance steps even help with reaction 
time and focus.  Incorporating dance in 
the EAL classroom may encourage stu-
dents to be more open with each other, 
the teacher and the overall learning 
process due to increased confidence.”
Griss (1994) stated, “For EAL students 
or those having difficulty with the writ-
ten word, dancing an autobiography 
can be a very effective ‘coming out’.  
Children can create simple movements 

that express something about who 
they are or what they like to do; 
that reveal their earliest memory, 
or a significant event in their 
lives; that share an aspect of their 
ethnicity; that show a vision of 
themselves as they would like to 
be in the future.  Let them bring 
the movements together into an 
autobiographical dance, and have 

the other kids respond and interact.  
By learning ethnic dances and physi-
cally interpreting the poetry, literature 
and folklores of diverse cultures, chil-
dren develop deeper insights into the 
aesthetics and value systems of those 
cultures.”
Bongiorno (2010) stated, “Teaching 
EAL through dance is both effective 
and rewarding…because the students 
are dealing with themes they enjoy such 
as music, movement and makeup, they 
begin to verbalize more, while enjoying 
their creativity.  Their spontaneity in 
the classroom reduces their inhibitions 
and allows them the opportunity to 
learn language as their own choice.”  
Teachers use music in the classroom for 
different reasons, sometimes a chime 
is used to get the children’s attention.  
Rogers (2008) stated, “A ‘rainstick’, a 
folk instrument made from a hollow 
branch filled with beads that flow 
through it slowly making a sound like 
rain or running water to calm the class 
if they are getting too noisy while do-
ing pair or group work, or a maraca 
to get their attention quickly to give 
further instruction or to signal the end 

“Research shows that music can change brain 
waves and make the brain more receptive to 
learning.  Brain function is increased when 
listening to music and studies have shown 
that music aids in more complex thinking.”
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of a period.”

MOVEMENT AND DRAMA
Pica (2006) stated, “Movement, like 
language plays an essential role in life.  
It is also a form of communication.  
Ideas and feelings expressed in words 
actually begin in the body before you 
can speak or write.  Thus, movement 
and the language arts are naturally 
linked.”   Research shows that move-
ment is children’s preferred means 
of learning, and that children learn 
best through active involvement. Pica 
(2006) stated for example, “preposi-
tions-those little words so critical to 
language and life are very much part 
of movement experiences.  As children 
move over, under, around, through, be-
side, and near objects these words take 
on greater meaning to them.  When 
children perform a “slow walk” or “skip 
lightly”, adjectives and adverbs become 
much more than abstract concepts.”  
Research tells us the more senses used 
in the learning process, the higher the 
percentage of retention (Fauth, 1990).  
Teaching mathematical concepts can 
be taught kinaesthetically.  Students 
can use their bodies to measure and 
collect data around the classroom.   
Rhythms and patterns can be taught to 
the ELLs through activities involving 
movement.  Rieg & Paquette (2009) 
recommended the following web site 
for teaching basic math concepts, to 
help ELLs to incorporate music and 
movement with mathematical skills:  
http://www.songsforteaching.com/
esleflesol.htm. 
Rieg & Paquette (2009) stated, “When 
drama and movement are integrated 
within the daily curriculum, engaging 
and numerous learning experiences 
transpire for early childhood learners 
(Chauhan, 2004). Besides being fun 
for most children, kinaesthetic activi-
ties can help young learners, especially 
English language learners, develop 
decoding skills, fluency, vocabulary, 
syntactic knowledge, discourse knowl-
edge, and metacognitive thinking.” 
Integrating drama and movement into 
the early year’s classroom can be effec-
tive in the development of language 
proficiency for English Language 

Learners.  Two techniques that can be 
used to foster learning through drama 
and movement which can be integrated 
across the curriculum are the Language 
Experience Approach and the Total 
Physical Response.  
Total Physical Response (TPR) is a way 
to teach language that pairs actions 
with words to get the meaning across. 
Rieg & Paquette (2009) stated, “Stu-
dents’ vocabulary repertoire can also 
increase through the implementation 
of the TPR method.”   Verbs can be 
learned with selections like Every day 
Present Tense Verbs by Learning Eng-
lish through Song. The website:  http://
www.songsforteaching.com/esleflesol.
htm can be useful with locating songs 
to use with Total Physical Response.  
Rogers (2009) stated, “Brain Gym 
and Total Physical Response are very 
effective in promoting active listen-
ing because the children need to look 
as well as listen and they are in the 
‘leaning-into-learn’ posture.  Both of 
these techniques require the students 
to listen in order to respond to instruc-
tions.  They give children the chance to 
stand, stretch their bodies and get more 
oxygen into their brains.”
The Language Experience Approach 
(LEA) is an instructional technique 
which teachers create a story based on 
a personal or a shared experience, such 
as a story, a field trip, photographs, a 
film, or a school event.  Walter (2004) 
stated, “LEA has several noted advan-
tages for English language learners in 
particular.”  
“TELL ME AND I FORGET, SHOW 
ME AND I REMEMBER. INVOLVE 
ME AND I UNDERSTAND.” AN-
CIENT CHINESE PROVERB

DRAMA
Prins (2003) stated, “The relationship 
between drama and the development 
of literacy skills among young children 
is well documented.  Allowing students 
to act out their favourite part of a story 
fosters the development of literacy 
skills.  Research shows that the use of 
dramatic acting out can make a differ-
ence in helping students understand 
reading comprehension and topical 
writing skills.  Understanding of a 

story improves when one is engaged 
in the enactment of the story.  Pieg & 
Paquette (2009) stated, “Using drama 
increases motivation, reduces anxiety, 
and enhances language acquisition for 
English Language Learners (ELL).
Kirmani (2007)”acknowledged the 
importance of stocking dramatic play 
areas with clothing from other cultures 
like saris from India, kimonos from 
Asia, and ponchos from South America 
so children can try on the different 
pieces and the teacher can explain 
why, when, and where the articles of 
clothing are worn.”  Pieg & Paquette 
(2009) stated, “Dramatizing poetry is 
another effective method for teach-
ing ELLs; selecting the right poem is 
essential.  Poems that express strong 
emotions, feelings, or opinions work 
the best.”  One poem that is effective 
is The Crocodile’s Toothache, by Shel 
Silverstein (1974).  Readers Theatre is 
another technique suggested by Kerry-
Moran (2006).This approach most 
certainly supports the ELL students 
and nurtures emergent readers.

CONCLUSION
Children, before they enter school, 
explore their world mainly through 
non-verbal language: by feeling, pull-
ing, pushing, throwing, and swinging.  
They react to their world in physical 
ways.  Children are comfortable with 
non-verbal language: creative move-
ment.  One should not ignore this.  
Griss (1994) stated, “The arts and 
education are truly inseparable:  You 
cannot study the arts without learning 
concepts of math, science, history, and 
problem-solving, nor can you be truly 
educated if you are ignorant of the 
role of the arts in culture and history.  
When we consciously integrate the arts 
and education, the benefits of each are 
magnified.”
Research indicates that music taps into 
the right, creative side of the brain.  Us-
ing movement, songs and sound help 
students to feel better in the classroom 
and release creativity.  Prins (2003) 
stated, “The most important value of 
integrating artistic learning in early 
childhood education is that it allows 
children to explore their own creativity 
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as well as promotes their creativity and 
imagination.  By exposing children to 
different artistic learning activities, they 
develop an appreciation for esthetics.  
Rupert (1994) stated, “Certain forms 
of art instruction enhances and com-
plements basic reading skills, language 
development and writing skills.  Dance 
has been employed to develop reading 
readiness in EAL students, and the 
study of music has provided a context 
for teaching language skills.”  Research 
shows that “the arts” can play a key role 
in developing social competencies or 
economically disadvantaged youth who 
are at a greater risk of not successfully 
completing their education.
Garder (1999) stated, “The brain learns 
best when it is dynamically involved in 
exploring, inquiring, and analyzing.”  
Rieg & Paquette (2009) stated, “Us-
ing drama and movement facilitates 
the brain to learn and to retain infor-
mation and it provides a stimulating 
environment for most young learners, 
particularly English Language Learn-
ers”.  Teachers integrate drama and 
movement into their classroom by 
using Total Physical Response and the 
Language Experience Approach.  
Music, movement, sound and song 
can be powerful tools in lowering the 
‘affective filter’ because they appeal 
to the emotions and right side of the 
brain.  Music is proven to enhance 
enjoyment, improve memory and 
encourage creativity.
Jensen (2001) stated, ``What are the 
effects of a fully implemented arts 

program?  The evidence shows:  fewer 
dropouts, higher attendance, better 
team players, an increased love of learn-
ing, greater student dignity, enhanced 
creativity, a more prepared citizen for 
the workplace of tomorrow, and greater 
cultural awareness as a bonus.``
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featuresTeachers, 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 resource 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	Con-

ference 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 fiscal year, between Oct.1 and Sept. 30. Funds can be awarded annu-
ally, preferably beginning October 1st. 
Eligibility: 
Any	ESL	learner	currently	in	an	ESL	school	or	in	a	volunteer	ESL	organization	who	is	
recommended 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.

TESL Canada 
Educational 
Foundation
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For ten years the ESL/ELD Depart-
ment of the Toronto District School 
Board and the Centre for Educa-
tional Research on Languages and 
Literacies at OISE/UT have offered 
teachers and professionals an excel-
lent opportunity for development 
through the Celebrating Linguistic 
Diversity Conference. This year the 
conference was attended by teachers 
from Ontario, Manitoba, Alberta, 
Saskatchewan, and even Nunavut.
I have been fortunate to have at-
tended this years’ conference and as 
always, it was outstanding.  From an 
inspirational keynote address on Ca-
nadian Identity by CBC’s Jowi Tay-
lor to Dr. Nancy Commins’ vision of 
Literacy through an instructionally 
“sheltered” approach; the conference 
was rich with information and the 
diversity of sessions offered to its 
1200 participants.
The three breakout sessions that I at-
tended were also extremely relevant 
to the Manitoban EAL context. To 
begin, the session by Rebecca Free-
man Field, offered a blend of discus-
sion as well as a guided focus in the 
area of critical features of effective 
programming for EAL learners as 
well as practical pedagogical strate-
gies meant to build on students’ 
oral language as they scaffold for 
literacy development. Attention 
was also paid to the clarification of 
roles of teachers who are involved 

in the instructional 
programming of 
EAL learners. 
The second session 
by Fern Westernoff, 
a Speech- Language 
Pathologist for the 
Toronto District 
School Board, pro-
vided conference at-
tendees with a look at the difference 
between Communication Disorders 
and Language issues that are often 
confused when assessing EAL learn-
ers. She outlined “Red Flags” that 
are potential indicators that would 
require the intervention of an SLP 
and she also provided names of re-
sources such as the book from Swan 
and Smith called “Learner English: 
A teachers guide to interference 
errors and other problems” which 
helps professionals to understand 
the difference between commu-
nication disorders and the variety 
of interference errors that can be 
made while the student is acquiring 
English.

Finally, Jia- Li from Queen’s Uni-
versity in Kingston, Ontario and 
two teachers from an all EAL school 
presented research in the area of 
Academic English Vocabulary.  The 
workshop introduced some vo-
cabulary intervention strategies for 
teaching academic words through 

the content area. The presenters 
also shared materials and helpful 
websites such as wordgeneration.
org/presentations.html that show-
cases many activities for vocabulary 
development.

All in all, the Celebrating Linguistic 
Diversity Conference in Toronto 
remains for me one of the best con-
ferences that I have ever attended. 
It is well-organized, has a plethora 
of choice for the K-12 teacher, 
administrator or consultant, and 
encourages the much needed dis-
cussion around the critical issues 
developing in our nation around 
EAL education. I look forward to 
seeing what they will have next year!

Sandra Melo

A REVIEW OF THE CELEBRATING LIN-
GUISTIC DIVERSITY CONFERENCE
TORONTO, ONTARIO
APRIL 28&29, 2011
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Victoria Flynn

The first novel I reviewed was The 
Breadwinner by Deborah Ellis. This 
novel follows an Afghan family during 
the Taliban regime. The main character 
is Parvana, a young girl who lives with 
her parents, older sister Nooria, younger 
sister Maryam and younger brother Ali. 
Throughout the novel, the family endures 
many difficulties such as Parvana’s father 
being arrested by the Taliban, her mother 
not being allowed to work and the fam-
ily moving from their rich dwelling to a 
small one room house. Many difficulties 
for the Afghan people were lack of food 
and other resources, lack of employment 
opportunities, no schooling for girls and 
religious and cultural persecution. For 
Parvana’s family, she had to dress as a 
boy to make money in the market selling 
cigarettes and many of their possessions. 
The money that she earned helped her 
family to buy food and other supplies. 
Towards the end of the story, her mother, 
sisters and brother leave for a northern 
Afghan community called Mazar. In 
Mazar, Nooria will marry and have more 
opportunities than at home in Kabul. In 
Mazar, the Taliban is not present so Af-
ghan people are free to go to school and 
work. Women are also allowed to go out 
in public without a burqa and without 
a male escort. Parvana stays with Mrs. 
Weera, a friend of her mother’s, to wait 
for her father to return. At the end 
of the novel, Parvana’s father returns 
and after his recovery, they begin their 
travels to find their family in Mazar. 
At the time many people were flee-
ing Mazar due to Taliban presence. 
These people are staying just outside 
the city in refugee camps. 
 The Breadwinner is a 
beautiful story that is realistic and 
emotional. In the first couple of 
chapters, Deborah introduces the 
reader to the life in Afghanistan 
during the Taliban regime. As 
well, she outlines the history of 
Afghanistan and how the Taliban 
rules over the Afghan people in 
Afghanistan. She showcases Par-
vana’s family and the struggles 

they have gone through as a family due 
to the persecution by the Taliban. I feel 
that she explained the details of war and 
persecution very tastefully and accurately 
but without many graphic scenes that 
would scare children who will be reading 
this novel. Also she outlines many themes 
throughout this story such as hope, 
family, freedom, friendship, kindness, 
forgiveness, poverty and loyalty. Lastly, 
she has an author’s note that explains 
further details on the Afghanistan wars 
and Taliban regime. Also her glossary 
gives readers a way to learn more about 
specific vocabulary outlined in the novel. 
 In The Breadwinner, I really 
found no weaknesses except that a few 
parts in the novel had graphic scenes 
that showcased how the Taliban military 
treated Afghan families. These scenes 
were appropriate to the mood and con-
text of the novel; therefore, I would only 
suggest students in grade 7 and up to 
read this book. The reading level in at a 
grade 5-6 level but the themes are more 
mature and more appropriate for older 
middle year students.
 I feel that reading The Bread-
winner can be an excellent resource for 
grade 7-8 students. Teachers can use this 
novel as a read aloud, novel study or for 

a literature circle 

choice. The language is appropriate to 
this age level and ties in to the Manitoba 
grade 7 social studies curriculum. In 
cluster 2, grade 7 students learn about 
environmental, social and culture factors 
that affect quality of life for people in 
Canada and other places in the world. 
They learn concepts on universal hu-
man rights, diverse cultural perspectives, 
citizenship and democracy, identity and 
discrimination. Also in this cluster, stu-
dents acquire knowledge on the role of 
global cooperation and the relationship 
and impact of wealth, resources and 
power on the quality of life of people. 
(Manitoba Education, Citzenship & 
Youth, 2006, p. 96). For grade 8 and high 
school students reading this novel, they 
can talk about the themes involved in this 
novel and how these themes impact qual-
ity of life and global cooperation. While 
discussing The Breadwinner, students are 
working on the four social studies skills 
of creating active democratic citizenship, 
managing ideas and information, critical 
and creative thinking and communica-
tion. (Manitoba Education, Citzenship 
& Youth, 2006, p.2). All of these ideas 
can help teachers to relate The Breadwin-
ner to their social studies curriculum 
and create a richer and more authentic 
learning experience for their students. 
 Overall, I would recommend 

this novel to teachers and other adults 
that wish to learn more about the 
Taliban regime in Afghanistan and 
how it has affected the culture and 
lifestyle of Afghan people. I would 
recommend this novel for grade 7 
students and up as it showcases how 
people are affected by discrimination, 
persecution, cultural and religious 
oppression and lack of human rights. 
I feel that if a teacher has a student in 
their class that has lived in Afghanistan 
or another refugee country, they need 
to ask if they feel comfortable reading 
this novel or talking about these themes 
in class. Talking about these themes can 
make students learn about other coun-
tries and cultures but as Canada becomes 
more and more multicultural, we need 

REVIEW OF THE BREADWINNER AND MUD CITY BY DEBORAH ELLIS
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to be sensitive and show empathy to 
those individuals that have come from 
these countries. If a child or adult feels 
comfortable, they may want to share the 
life they had in their home country to the 
group but we always need to ask and be 
sensitive to their feelings and reservations 
to talking about these memories. 
 The second book that I reviewed 
was Mud City written by Deborah El-
lis. This novel is the third book of The 
Breadwinner trilogy following Shauzia, 
Parvana’s best friend, after she fled Af-
ghanistan with Mrs. Weera. At the start 
of the novel, they are living in a refugee 
camp in Pakistan but before long, Shau-
zia leaves for the city of Peshawar. Along 
with her dog Jasper, Shauzia shows how 
difficult it is to find food, work and shel-
ter. She struggles throughout the novel 
to earn enough money to go to France. 
Her goal is to make it to sea and travel to 

France to meet Parvana there in 
twenty years. Along the way, she meets 
many people, some that steal from her 
and others that befriend her. Even a west-
ern family helps her out of prison and 
takes her in off the streets. At the end of 
the novel, Shauzia returns to the refugee 
camp where Mrs. Weera and many other 
women live. Shauzia is unhappy to be 
back there but after some reflection she 
decides to help out and live with the oth-
ers. Mrs. Weera and the other women are 
off to the Afghanistan/Pakistan border to 

help many wounded people who were 
bombed in Afghanistan. At first Shauzia 
does not want to help but after much 
thinking, she goes to help the women 
on their journey. 
 Mud City showcases a very ac-
curate and interesting portrayal of life 
in Pakistan’s North Western Frontier 
Province. It allows the reader to see what 
refugee camps are like and what your life 
can be like living on the streets. I enjoyed 
how Deborah Ellis showed us how even 
in refugee camps, people struggle to eat, 
find shelter and receive proper medical 
treatment. The refugee camps showed a 
life with more freedom but still having 
many environmental and economical 
issues. I found that Deborah Ellis al-
lowed us to feel the pain that Shauzia 
was living through and it made me feel 
so much more empathic to refugees. 

Also, a strength of this novel is that 
it showcases the struggles of a child 
(Shauzia) so children can relate and 
feel empathy for Shauzia. Lastly, I 
loved how this story allowed the 
reader to see how poverty and des-
peration can make people commit 
crimes and do many unthinkable 
things for money, food, shelter and 
power. It makes us feel grateful for 
what we have in Canada and makes 
us feel empathy and kindness for 
refugees that come to Canada and 
make our country their home. 
 My only wish for Mud City 
would have been to outline more 
information about refugee camps 
and the Widow’s Compound 
that was run by Mrs. Weera. 
Maybe Deborah Ellis could have 
included more information on 
different refugee camps in her 

author’s note at the end of the book. 
 I feel that reading Mud City is 
an excellent resource for teachers, people 
working with refugee families and stu-
dents in grades 8 and up. I believe that 
this novel could be used after reading The 
Breadwinner. I think students should 
read The Breadwinner first as the themes 
in the novel are more universal and not 
as mature. Students should then read 
Mud City as it has many mature themes 
such as loneliness, poverty, physical pain, 
emotional trauma and prison life. The 

students could compare the two novels 
based on themes, characters, settings and 
problems. As the two main characters in 
the novels are different, students have 
opportunities to see the life of Afghan 
people and then Afghan refugees in many 
different ways and perspectives. Just like 
The Breadwinner, Mud City relates to 
many of the Manitoba Social Studies 
Curriculum outcomes and skills that 
were listed earlier in this paper. Students 
can also read Mud City as a novel study 
or literature circle book.
 Overall, I recommend Mud 
City to educators and middle years 
students (grades 8 and up). This book 
outlines many interesting perspectives 
on refugee camps and family struggles 
that can help students to learn more 
about quality of life and human rights. 
Mud City allows readers to learn about 
refugees through Shauzia’s eyes, making 
it very realistic, authentic and human. I 
know that after reading The Breadwin-
ner and Mud City, I have a very different 
viewpoint on human rights, discrimina-
tion and cultural norms. As a Canadian 
born citizen, it makes me feel extremely 
grateful to not be cultural, religiously or 
gender persecuted as many other people 
deal with in many countries in the world. 
These novels are appropriate and give the 
reader a glimpse into the life of many 
Afghan refugees. If anything, these novels 
have made me feel more empathy for 
refugees and I know will make me a bet-
ter citizen and teacher when I met these 
individuals in Canada. I would hope that 
other people could benefit from these 
novels and change many misconceptions 
that people have on Afghan and other 
refugees. 
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 Title: From Far Away  

Author: Robert Munsch and Saoussan Askar 

Illustrator: Michael Martchenko 

ISBN: 1-55037-397-8  

Culture: Lebanon  

Age Level: 5 to 12 years  

Topic: Adjusting to a new culture, war affected 
children and empathy  

Synopsis: This story is written as a letter to a reading buddy. Saoussan leaves her home in 
Beirut to go to Canada. The story includes funny little events that happen to Saoussan as 
she adjusts to a very different culture (she crawls to the washroom, is scared of skeleton 
and pees on teacher’s knee). The story ends with her letter being finished, as is her 
adjustment to her new country.  

Vocabulary: suggested, nobody, plane, crawl, skeleton, Halloween, evil, scream, guilty, 
ashamed, lap, tear, decided, finally, complaining, trick-or-treating and neighbours.   

Discussion or Comprehension Questions:  

1. Brainstorm for things you think might scare someone new to our country or school 
(like Halloween).  

2. Discuss your first day at this school.  

3. Discuss embarrassing moments.  

What makes this book unique: Written in first-person and a child’s voice – the story uses 
words the children would understand and use. It is funny. Young children would make 
many connections. It is written by a favourite author that many children love.  

Connections and Extensions:  

1. Compare Robert Munsch books.  

2. Discussions about special events like Halloween.  

3. Write letters telling about their activities and events in their lives.   

 

  

BUILDING CROSS-CULTURAL AWARENESS IN EAL CLASSROOMS 
THROUGH LITERATURE Susan  LaSpina and Cecile Roy
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 Title: Lights for Gita  

Author: Rachna Gilmore  

Illustrator: Alice Priestley 

ISBN: 0-929005-63-5  

Culture: Hindi  

Age Level: 5 years and up  

Topic: Keeping your culture alive, being thankful 
and celebrations  

Synopsis: Gita is looking forward to a special Divali celebration but her plans are changed 
when there is freezing rain and most of her guests can not travel. When the electricity 
goes out, Gita’s apartment is illuminated by the light of the diya lamps she has lit for 
Divali. In the end she makes the best of her situation, realizing the true meaning of her 
holiday and finding things to celebrate in both her homeland culture and her new country.  

Vocabulary: gloom, Divali, glowing, celebration, exchanging, neighbours, evening, 
brilliant, anxiously, prosperity, fireworks, invite, apartment, creaky, glared, racing, flung, 
drop, splashed, wobbly, forecast, freezing, promise, blinked, windowsills, stung, joyful, 
startled, noisy, incense, silk, curled, upwards, chanted, cones, spouted, fountains, whirled, 
bursts, battled, spoil, twist, wisps, mummer, impatiently, smoothed, burrowed, jerked, 
sobbed, nearby, darkness, managed, watery, quivered, sprang, fragrance, flickered, 
tightened, rush, glowed, bright, beat, clapped, wonderful, luck, reflection, glittered, 
flashlight, bouncing, careful, cautious, glistened, twig, blazed and sliding.  

Discussion or Comprehension Questions:  

1. How had the family planned to celebrate Divali?  

2. Compare and contrast how Divali would be celebrated in Gita’s native country and in 
her new country.  

What makes this book unique: This is one in a series of books about Gita and her 
adjustment to moving to a new country.  

Connections and Extensions:  

1. Write and draw about a family or cultural celebration you observe.  

2. Discuss preparations for blizzards and icy conditions.  

3. Make candles as gifts for new friends or family.  
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 Title: Courage to Fly  

Author: Troon Harrison  

Illustrator: Xhong-Tang Huang 

ISBN: 0-88995-273-6 

Culture: Caribbean 

Age Level: 5 years and up  

Topic: Courage to try new things and friendship 

Synopsis: Courage to Fly describes the emotional journey that Meg travels after she has 
left her home country to live in a large city.  Meg is quiet, withdrawn and having a hard 
time adjusting. Then one day she discovers a hurt swallow in the yard.  She takes him 
home to nurse him back to health. As the swallow improves, and with the encouragement 
of a Chinese neighbour, Meg makes a friend and sets the swallow free.  The unexpected 
friendships with an old Chinese man and a young girl Jenny, as well as her determination 
to “fit in” help her to overcome the strangeness and unfamiliarity of life in the big city 
and have the courage to fly herself. 

Vocabulary: courage, frightened, huddled, shadows, roaring, gratings, sirens, wailed, 
jostled, commotion, swallows, swoop, rustle, trailed, chestnuts, scuttled, shrank, 
courtyard, gliding, creased, gallop, gracefully, peaceful, calm, scattered, drift, bare, 
cloaked, shriek, spattered, squatted, motionless, dusted, spooned, pureed, gleamed, 
crooned, twittering, stubbornly, patiently, balanced, flowing, loped, skipped, clutched, 
shimmered, skimmed, tilted, sleek, bubbled, squashed, murmured and flexible. 

Discussion or Comprehension Questions:  

1. What do you think the story is about?  Who is going to fly?   

2. Is the title for the story a good title? Why? 

3. Do you think that the Chinese man was making up names for his movements?  

What makes this book unique: Nice cross-cultural book, a man from China and a girl 
from the Caribbean adjusting to life in North America  

Connections and Extensions:  

1. There are many action words that the students could act out like charades, such as; 
huddled, jostled, scuttled, shrank, squatted, stroked, balanced, loped, skipped, 
clutched, tilted, murmured, etc.  

2. Make up a move (like the Chinese man was doing) and create a name for it based on a 
local wildlife animal.  
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Call for Submissions for TEAL MB Journal

Dear Colleagues: 

As editors of the TEAL Manitoba Journal, we are always seek-
ing contributions that will be of interest to our readers. We 

encourage you to submit articles or reviews. We have also now 
included a new section in the journal called Voice Box. Here 
you can submit lesson plans, assessment tools, activities, 

resources, or information for field trips. This is a great way to 
contribute to the EAL community. If you are not sure how or 

what you could submit, please do not hesitate to contact us. 
We are willing to assist you.

More information can also be found online at: 
http://www.tealmanitoba.ca/journal.html

Deadlines for submissions are: 
May 16 (for June 2011 issue)

We look forward to hearing from you.
Sincerely,

Kevin Carter, khsuz@hotmail.com

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




