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EXECUTIVE	SUMMARY	

OCAD	University’s	student	body	is	becoming	even	more	linguistically	and	culturally	diverse.	It	is	vital	for	
the	institution	to	actively	foster	an	environment	that	respects	diverse	ways	of	knowing	and	provides	
students	with	language-learning	support	and	resources	that	enable	them	to	succeed	academically	and	
contribute	to	their	critical	and	creative	communities.	The	following	report	documents	the	current	status	
of	OCAD	U’s	English	Language	Learner	(ELL)	student	support	and	makes	recommendations	for	future	
resource	development	at	the	undergraduate	level.		

As	of	2014,	an	estimated	22%	of	OCAD	U	students	need	explicit	support	with	language-learning.	Such	
students	come	from	a	variety	of	educational	and	sociocultural	backgrounds	and	may	identify	different	
language-learning	needs	and	challenges.	Effective	language-learning	support	must	accommodate	the	
linguistic	and	educational	diversity	of	the	student	population	by	providing	an	array	of	support	in	a	
variety	of	formats,	as	well	as	multiple	opportunities	to	access	them.		

A	review	of	current	ELL	resources	and	supports	at	OCAD	U	revealed	that	the	majority	are	concentrated	
within	first	year	and	serve	relatively	small	numbers	of	students.	While	the	co-curricular	support	offered	
through	the	Writing	&	Learning	Centre	(WLC)	spans	all	four	years,	ELL	students	have	no	curricular	
opportunities	to	develop	their	disciplinary	language	skills	beyond	first	year.	Yet	curricular	support	is	of	
particular	importance	at	the	university	level—	and	especially	vital	given	the	disciplinary	diversity	of	art	
and	design	education—since	language	learning	is	most	effective	when	grounded	in	the	context	within	
which	the	learner	must	use	the	language.	Established	curricular	support	models	(sheltered	and	adjunct)	
can	be	adapted	to	serve	the	OCAD	U	context	by	having	a	language	specialist	work	closely	with	content-
specialist	faculty	to:	ensure	language	support	is	tailored	to	the	disciplinary	context;	enable	faculty	to	
develop	an	inclusive	pedagogy;	and	provide	ELL	students	with	opportunities	to	develop	their	language	
skills	with	native-English-speaking	(NES)	peers.	Opportunities	for	discipline-specific	sheltered	support	at	
the	first-year	level	(where	it	has	the	most	benefit)	can	also	be	explored,	as	appropriate	for	the	program	
context	and	the	needs	of	its	students.		

A	needs	assessment,	conducted	to	ascertain	student	and	faculty	perceptions	of	the	current	discipline-
specific	communication	needs	of	ELL	students,	underscored	the	importance	of	systematic	curricular	
language-learning	support	at	all	year	levels;	identified	specific	linguistic	and	disciplinary	challenges;	and	
suggested	directions	for	refining	and/or	developing	non-credit,	co-curricular,	and	curricular	
programming,	as	well	as	faculty	professional	learning	opportunities.		

Interviews	with	faculty	revealed	several	shared	areas	of	concern	at	all	year	levels:		the	acquisition	and	
use	of	disciplinary	and	theoretical	vocabulary,	participation	in	critique	and	interactive	classroom	
activities,	listening	and	reading	comprehension,	and	writing	skills.	Faculty	also	expressed	concern	about	
the	ways	in	which	differing	approaches	to	creative	pedagogy	and	assumptions	about	creativity	impact	
the	experience	of	ELL	students	in	studio	classrooms.	Many	faculty	also	requested	more	professional	
learning	activities	about	supporting	ELLs	in	the	classroom,	assessing	their	written	and	visual	work,	and	
developing	inclusive	pedagogy,	particularly	within	program-specific	contexts.	

A	student	survey	conducted	as	part	of	this	needs	assessment	demonstrated	a	disparity	between	student	
perceptions	of	their	own	proficiency	and	faculty	perceptions	of	their	proficiency:		the	majority	of	
students	perceived	themselves	as	quite/very	proficient	in	many	of	the	skills	faculty	had	identified	as	
areas	of	concern.	This	may	be	the	result	of	divergent	understandings	between	students	and	faculty	as	to	



	
	

	

what	constitutes	proficiency.	ELL	students	did,	however,	express	the	need	for	explicit	support	of	
vocabulary	acquisition	in	the	classroom	and	more	co-curricular	and	curricular	resources;	they	also	
suggested	providing	additional	resources	to	faculty	about	facilitating	an	inclusive	teaching	environment.		

The	recommendations	at	the	end	of	this	report	are	grounded	in	best	practices	in	post-secondary	
language-teaching	and	the	understanding	of	OCAD	U’s	unique	context	gathered	through	the	needs	
assessment.	They	are	guided	by	the	following	principles:			

• language-learning	happens	over	time;	students	continue	to	develop	their	skills	throughout	their	
university	education,	not	just	in	first	year;	

• language	support	should	address	the	range	of	communication	needs	(reading,	writing,	listening	
and	speaking)	necessary	for	success	at	OCAD	U;	

• language	support	should	address	needs	of	ELL	students	at	all	levels	of	language	proficiency;	
• language	skills	are	context	and	discipline	specific	and	are	best	learned	in	that	context.		

The	recommendations	articulate	a	vision	for	fostering	a	university	culture	that	recognizes	and	respects	
culturally	and	linguistically	diverse	students	and	for	creating	a	learning	environment	that	enables	ELLs	to	
attain	the	linguistic	proficiency	necessary	for	their	academic	success.	They	suggest	a	strategy	that	builds	
on	existing	structures,	where	available,	engages	an	array	of	support	types,	and	provides	multiple	ways	of	
accessing	this	support	to	ensure	it	effectively	and	systematically	serves	the	diverse	needs	of	OCAD	U’s	
language	learners	throughout	their	time	at	university.	Finally,	while	the	recommendations	focus	
explicitly	on	language	support	at	the	undergraduate	level,	the	strategies	they	articulate	are	relevant	also	
for	graduate	language	support,	adjusted	appropriately	for	that	context.	

In	summary,	the	recommendations	are	as	follows	(for	a	full	version,	see	Section	9,	page	17):		

1. In	keeping	with	OCAD	University’s	commitment	to	inclusivity	and	diversity,	ensure	that	cultural	
and	linguistic	diversity	is	recognized	and	valued	within	the	university	community.		

2. Build	support	for	the	cultural	and	linguistic	diversity	of	English	Language	Learners	in	academic	
and	curricular	planning.	

3. Continue	to	integrate	support	for	English	Language	Learners	throughout	the	implementation	of	
Writing	Across	the	Curriculum.	

4. Redevelop	the	current	program	model	of	the	first-year	English	Language	Pathway	program	to	
enable	more	students	to	access	discipline-specific	sheltered	support	at	the	first-	and	second-
year	levels,	as	appropriate	to	ELL	student	needs	and	program	context.	

5. Create	opportunities	for	faculty	dialogue	and	professional	learning	to	support	English	Language	
Learners.	

6. Develop	discipline-specific	WLC	programming	that	supports	the	acquisition	of	disciplinary	
vocabulary,	critical	reading	skills,	and	oral	proficiency.		

7. Review	and	redevelop	current	post-admission	and	non-credit	supports	for	English	Language	
Learners;	explore	opportunities	to	expand	programming.		

8. Review	and	reassess	language	proficiency	requirement	policies	and	pathways	to	admission.	
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LIST	OF	ACRONYMS	

CAEL	 	 Canadian	Academic	English	Language	test	
COPE	 	 Certificate	of	Proficiency	in	English	test	
EAD	 	 English	for	Art	and	Design	
EAL	 	 English	as	an	Additional	Language	
EAP	 	 English	for	Academic	Purposes	
ELL	 	 English	Language	Learner	
ESL	 	 English	as	a	Second	Language	
ESP	 	 English	for	Specific	Purposes		
ESOL	 	 English	Speakers	of	Other	Languages		
FCDC	 	 Faculty	&	Curriculum	Development	Centre	
FoLAS/SIS	 Faculty	of	Liberal	Arts	&	Sciences	and	School	of	Interdisciplinary	Studies	
HEQCO		 Higher	Education	Quality	Council	of	Ontario		
INVC	 	 Indigenous	Visual	Culture	Program	
IELTS	 	 International	English	Language	Testing	System	
L2	 	 Second	Language	
NES	 	 Native	English	Speaker		
NNES	 	 Non-Native	English	Speaker	
OCAD	U		 OCAD	University	
OCS	 	 Office	of	Continuing	Studies	
ODESI	 	 Office	of	Diversity,	Equity	&	Sustainability	Initiatives	
OUAC	 	 Ontario	Universities’	Application	Centre	
TOEFL(ibt)	 Test	of	English	as	a	Foreign	Language	(internet-based	test)	
TOP	 	 Test	of	Oral	Proficiency		
WAC	 	 Writing	Across	the	Curriculum	
WID	 	 Writing	in	the	Disciplines		
WLC	 	 Writing	&	Learning	Centre		
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1.	INTRODUCTION	

This	report	makes	recommendations	for	supporting	the	engagement,	success,	and	retention	of	English	
Language	Learners	(ELLs)	at	OCAD	University	(OCAD	U).	OCAD	U	has	a	longstanding	commitment	to	
diversity	and	equity	and	to	the	student	experience;	both	the	2012–2015	strategic	and	2011–2016	
academic	plans	highlight	these	commitments.	Notably,	the	latter	proposed	to	“actively	recruit	students	
from	diverse	backgrounds”	and	grow	the	number	of	international	students	as	part	of	wider	
internationalization	efforts	at	the	university	(OCAD	University,	2011).	The	proportion	of	international	
students	(defined	here	as	students	who	require	student	visas	to	come	to	OCAD	U)	has	nearly	doubled	
from	4.6%	of	the	student	population	in	2010	to	9%	in	2014,	even	as	the	total	student	population	has	
grown	by	14%	(Institutional	Analysis,	2015).	Furthermore,	OCAD	U,	like	other	post-secondary	
institutions	is	likely	to	experience	an	increase	in	the	size	and	diversity	of	the	resident	non-native	English	
speaker	(NNES)	student	population	given	that	Canadian	population	demographics	“show	an	increase	in	
permanent	residents	and	Canadian	citizens	who	were	born	outside	the	country”	(University	of	
Waterloo,	2012).	The	knowledge	and	experiences	of	these	culturally	and	linguistically	diverse	students	
enrich	the	OCAD	U	community	and	its	teaching	and	learning	environment,	however,	for	successful	cross-
cultural	exchange	to	occur,	the	institution	must	both	actively	foster	environments	that	acknowledge	and	
respect	diverse	ways	of	knowing	and	provide	students	with	resources	to	overcome	barriers	to	success,	
achievement,	and	participation	in	their	critical	and	creative	communities.	It	is	vital,	therefore,	that	
accessible	and	systematic	support	be	available	to	those	culturally	and	linguistically	diverse	students	who	
are	still	working	to	attain	proficiency	in	English	and	that	resources	be	available	for	faculty	seeking	
opportunities	to	enrich	their	pedagogy	with	equitable	and	inclusive	practices	that	support	an	
increasingly	diverse	student	body.		
	
At	the	post-secondary	level,	students	are	expected	to	develop	and	use	writing,	oral	communication,	
research,	and	information	technology	skills.	In	the	context	of	the	OCAD	U	curriculum,	the	development	
of	these	skills	is	particularly	complex	and	demanding.	The	studio-based	curriculum	requires	a	high	level	
of	oral	proficiency	for	full	engagement;	the	written	work	expected	of	students	is	varied	and	highly	
discipline-specific,	and	programs	are	increasingly	interdisciplinary.	Over	the	course	of	their	studies,	
students	are	required	to	develop,	speak	to,	and	write	about	work	in	ways	that	often	demand	integration	
of	personal	reflection	and	critical	analysis.	While	all	students	must	navigate	these	curricular	demands	
during	the	transition	to	university	and	throughout	their	studies,	mastering	the	communication	skills	
required	for	full	engagement	in	the	OCAD	U	curriculum	can	be	particularly	challenging	for	students	
whose	first	language	is	not	English.		
	
Current	OCAD	U	supports	for	English	Language	Learners	(ELLs)	were	largely	developed	in	response	to	
specific	needs	at	specific	times,	and	there	is	evidence	to	suggest	that	these	are	not	adequate	for	
students’	success.	In	a	recent	survey	(2013),	faculty	identified	“the	need	for	more	integration	of	
language-learning	support	across	the	curriculum	and	at	all	year	levels,	as	well	as	additional	resources	for	
ELL	students	outside	of	the	classroom”	(DiPietro,	Brancato,	&	Ferguson,	2014).	Research	from	other	
post-secondary	contexts	suggests	that	difficulties	with	university-level	communication	skills	negatively	
impacts	ELLs’	academic	success	(Roessingh	&	Douglas,	2012).	Such	challenges	also	have	implications	for	
student	success,	satisfaction,	and	retention	rates	at	OCAD	U.i	In	response	to	faculty	and	staff	concerns	
and	a	growing	recognition	of	ELL	student	needs,	the	following	report	documents	the	current	status	of	
ELL	student	support	and	makes	recommendations	for	future	resource	development	at	the	
undergraduate	level.	It	is	grounded	in	research	into	best	practices	in	language	pedagogy	at	the	post-
secondary	level	and	extensive	consultation	with	faculty,	students,	staff,	and	other	stakeholders.	While	
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the	report	focuses	specifically	on	undergraduate	language	supports,	its	research	and	recommendations	
are	relevant	also	for	future	support	program	development	in	graduate	contexts.	

2.	NOTES	ON	TERMINOLOGY	

The	broad	range	of	terms	(ESL,	ESOL,	multilingual,	EAL,	ELL)	used	by	post-secondary	institutions	to	
describe	students	whose	first	language	is	not	English	reflects	not	only	the	diversity	of	these	students,	
but	also	the	difficulty	of	defining	who	is	a	“non-native”	English	speaker	(NNES).	For	many	students,	
particularly	those	who	have	lived	for	some	years	in	North	America,	the	term	ESL	has	acquired	a	stigma	
because	of	isolation	experienced	in	“ESL”	classes	in	high	school	or	elsewhere	when	they	first	arrived.	
Educators	also	often	reject	the	term	because	it	undervalues	the	language	knowledge	of	those	students,	
for	whom	English	is	often	a	third,	fourth,	or	fifth	language.	There	are	other	alternatives	to	this	term,	
such	as	ESOL	(English	Speakers	of	Other	Languages),	EAL	(English	as	an	Additional	Language/	English	as	
Another	Language)	and	multilingual.	However,	institutions	do	not	use	the	first	two	terms	as	frequently	
as	“ESL,”	and	a	student	whose	first	language	is	not	English	may	not	be	familiar	with	them.	Some	
institutions,	especially	those	in	the	United	States,	have	begun	to	use	the	term	“multilingual,”	but	it	is	
often	unclear	whether	this	also	applies	to	students	who	have	native	or	near-native	fluency.		
	
OCAD	U	has	chosen	to	use	English	Language	Learner	(ELL),	to	reflect	the	diversity	of	the	students	
seeking	to	develop	their	language	skills,	as	it	encompasses	the	full	range	of	types	of	language	learners:			
those	whose	first	language	is	not	English	and	need	support	to	continue	to	develop	their	language	skills;	
those	who	learned	both	another	language	and	English	initially	and	need	support	to	continue	to	develop	
their	language	skills;	those	whose	first	language	is	English	but	need	to	develop	their	use	of	language	in	a	
new	academic	context;	and	many	others.ii	
	
However,	for	the	purpose	of	clarity,	in	this	document	the	term	ELL	refers	explicitly	to	those	whose	first	
language	was	not	English	(or	was	English	alongside	another	language),	who	are	continuing	to	develop	
their	language	proficiency.			

3.	ENGLISH	LANGUAGE	LEARNERS	AT	OCAD	UNIVERSITY	

As	of	2014,	28%	of	OCAD	U	students	self-identified	on	their	Ontario	Universities’	Application	Centre	
(OUAC)	application	as	speakers	of	a	first	language	other	than	English.	This	figure	represents	a	broad	
range	of	language-learning	backgrounds	and	personal	and	educational	experiences,	including	fully	fluent	
English-speaking	students	born	and	raised	in	Canada	who	learned	English	alongside	or	shortly	after	their	
first	language.	For	the	purposes	of	planning	effective	academic	support,	it	is	necessary	to	identify	the	
number	of	students	who	are	still	working	to	develop	their	language	skills.		
	
The	number	of	years	it	takes	to	master	an	additional	language	varies	greatly	by	the	individual,	the	
contexts	in	which	they	are	learning	and/or	using	the	language,	the	kind	of	instruction	they	receive,	and	
the	age	at	which	they	begin	learning.	Language	fluency	is	a	continuum	and	individuals	who	start	learning	
a	second	language	after	early	childhood	are	less	likely	to	achieve	native-like	fluency.iii		Furthermore,	
research	suggests	that	the	length	of	time	needed	to	attain	conversational	fluency	is	far	shorter	than	that	
required	to	attain	academic	language	proficiency.	While	non-native	English	speakers	often	attain	the	
former	within	two	years,	it	takes	a	minimum	of	five	years	to	attain	levels	of	the	latter	comparable	with	
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native	English	speakers	(Cummins,	Mirza,	&	Stille,	2012).	Length-of-study	demographics	of	OCAD	U	
students	not	born	in	Canada	can	provide	a	rough	estimate	of	the	number	of	ELLs	in	the	student	body,	as	
students	who	have	studied	in	Canada	for	eight	or	fewer	years	(<9)	are	likely	still	working	to	attain	
academic	language	proficiency.iv	
	
Figure	1:		Length-of-study	demographics	of	incoming	OCAD	U	students	not	born	in	Canada	(2010-
2014):	Underrepresented	Student	Survey	
	

	
	
	
According	to	data	from	OCAD	U’s	underrepresented	student	survey,	this	constituted	around	22%	of	the	
undergraduate	student	population	in	2014.	The	data	may	also	suggest	that	the	demographics	of	this	
population	are	changing:		between	2010	and	2014	the	proportion	of	students	with	between	5–8	years	of	
education	in	Canada	decreased,	while	the	proportion	of	students	with	0	years	of	education	in	Canada	
increased.v	However,	the	sample	size	is	too	small	to	definitively	identify	this	as	a	trend.		
	
It	is	also	important	to	note	that	the	students	within	this	population	can	have	very	different	language-
learning	needs	as	a	result	of	their	educational	and	sociocultural	experiences	and	backgrounds.	Recently	
arrived	students	(0–4	years	of	education	in	Canada)	who	have	completed	a	significant	amount	of	
education	in	their	own	country	at	the	secondary	and	post-secondary	levels	may	still	be	struggling	with	
oral	comprehension	and	cultural	adaptation,	both	socially	and	academically,	but	may	have	strong	
academic	skills	in	their	first	language	that	can	be	transferred	into	their	new	linguistic	and	academic	
contexts	(de	Kleine	&	Lawton,	2015).	On	the	other	hand,	some	of	these	recent	arrivals	may	be	students	
from	countries	where	English	is	an	official	language	and/or	the	language	of	education	and	thus	identify	
as	native	speakers.	Despite	being	fully	fluent	and	having	native-speaker	levels	of	reading,	writing,	and	
listening	proficiency	these	students	may	still	face	linguistic,	cultural,	and	academic	challenges,	as	
varieties	of	World	English	differ	from	mainstream	North	American	varieties,	as	do	disciplinary	and	
academic	conventions.	Students	with	5	to	8	years	of	education	in	Canada	(often	called	Generation	1.5	
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students)	face	yet	another	set	of	challenges;	while	quite	fluent	orally,	they	may	struggle	with	study	skills	
and	reading	and	writing	at	a	post-secondary	level	(Cummins	et	al.,	2012;	de	Kleine	&	Lawton,	2015;	Reid,	
1998).vi	These	three	kinds	of	students	may	identify	their	language	challenges	differently,	use	different	
learning	strategies,	and	seek	out	different	kinds	of	support.	Furthermore,	the	kinds	of	pedagogies	and	
approaches	appropriate	to	each	may	differ.	Thus,	language	support	services	must	be	sufficiently	flexible	
to	meet	the	needs	of	such	a	varied	population.		

4.	PATHWAYS	TO	ADMISSION	AND	LANGUAGE	PROFICIENCY	REQUIREMENTS	

Currently,	students	seeking	admission	to	OCAD	U	have	to	demonstrate	an	overall	average	of	B	(or	70%	
numeric	equivalent)	in	their	final	year	of	high	school	and	meet	the	following	language	proficiency	
requirements:	
	

• students	with	four	or	more	years	of	education	in	Canada	or	in	a	country/school	system	where	
English	is	the	official	language	of	instruction	must	finish	grade	12	academic	English	or	equivalent	
or	OAC	equivalent	with	a	minimum	grade	of	70%	or	B;	

• students	with	fewer	than	four	years	of	education	in	Canada	or	in	a	country/school	system	where	
English	is	the	official	language	of	instruction	must	take	one	of	the	four	language	proficiency	
exams	currently	accepted	by	OCAD	U	(CAEL,	COPE	accompanied	by	TOP,	TOEFL(iBT),	IELTS),	
meet	the	required	cut	offs	and	finish	grade	12	academic	English	or	equivalent	with	a	minimum	
grade	of	70%	or	B;	

• students	with	fewer	than	four	years	of	education	in	Canada	or	in	a	country/school	system	where	
English	is	not	the	official	language	of	instruction	must	take	one	of	the	four	language	proficiency	
exams	accepted	by	OCAD	U	and	meet	the	required	cutoffs.vii		

	
Students	may	also	opt	to	meet	the	language	requirement	by	achieving	the	required	grade	in	an	
academic	English	Preparation	course	at	one	of	the	language	schools	with	which	OCAD	U	has	established	
pathways.viii		OCAD	U’s	cutoffs	for	standardized	language	exams	are	comparable	with	other	post-
secondary	institutions	across	Canada,	with	the	exception	of	the	TOEFL(iBT)	listening	score,	which	is	
significantly	lower	than	the	score	required	by	most	universities	(see	Appendix	A).ix		Additionally,	
students	who	fall	into	the	OCAD	U	discretionary	range	(see	Appendix	A)	on	any	of	the	accepted	
proficiency	exams	may	opt	instead	to	achieve	a	passing	grade	in	English	for	Art	and	Design	(EAD),	OCAD	
U’s	own	non-credit	art-	and	design-specific	language	preparation	course	offered	by	the	Office	of	
Continuing	Studies	(see	Section	5,	Current	ELL	Resources	and	Supports	for	a	description.)			
	
Based	on	best	practices	in	the	evaluation	of	language	exams,	researchers	suggest	that	academic	
administrators	must	consider	the	strengths	and	limitations	of	each	testing	instrument,	the	skills	
evaluated	by	the	instrument,	the	types	and	levels	of	language	skills	required	for	success	in	their	context,	
and	the	minimum	level	of	language	ability	required	to	succeed	in	the	context	(Chalhoub-Deville,	2000).	
For	an	exam	to	meaningfully	evaluate	post-secondary	level	language	skills,	it	must	minimally:	
	

• test	all	four	skills:	reading,	writing,	listening,	speaking;	
• evaluate	skills	in	an	integrated	manner	(e.g.	asking	a	student	to	speak	in	response	to	a	reading	

or	a	lecture);	
• use	authentic	materials	(those	that	a	student	would	encounter	in	a	post-secondary	setting);	
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• provide	authentic	writing	prompts	(those	that	ask	students	to	analyze,	critique,	compare,	
evaluate)	as	opposed	to	asking	for	anecdotal	opinion.		

	
The	OCAD	U	cutoffs	were	established	in	2005–6	in	accordance	with	these	practices;	however,	the	
cutoffs	may	not	reflect	curricular	change	since	that	time	and	may	not	be	consistent	with	the	types	and	
levels	of	language	skills	currently	required	for	success	in	the	OCAD	U	context.x		Furthermore,	cutoffs	
should	also	be	reevaluated	on	a	cyclical	basis	to	ensure	consistency	in	the	required	skill	levels	across	
different	testing	instruments,	as	score	concordances	may	not	provide	accurate	information	(Fox,	2009).	
Once	re-evaluation	has	occurred,	institutions	should	gather	demographic	data	and	monitor	student	
performance	so	that	language	proficiency	requirements	can	be	adjusted	as	needed.		
	
In	the	end,	language	tests	offer	at	best	a	“snapshot”	of	language	skills.	Their	utility	is	limited	by	the	
specific	tasks	selected	by	the	test	and	by	testing	conditions,	neither	of	which	directly	correspond	to	the	
language	needs	of	a	student	in	an	actual	program	(Moore	&	Morton,	2005).	This	is	particularly	true	at	
OCAD	U,	given	the	specific	disciplinary	and	communicative	demands	of	art	and	design	education.	
Furthermore,	language	proficiency	requirements	represent	the	minimum	level	of	language	ability	
required	for	a	student	to	be	successful	when	they	begin	their	education;	students	must	continue	to	
deliberately	develop	language	skills	in	order	to	succeed	over	the	course	of	their	studies.		

5.	CURRENT	ELL	RESOURCES	AND	SUPPORTS	AT	OCAD	UNIVERSITY	

Currently,	the	majority	of	ELL	supports	at	OCAD	U	serve	first-year	students;	the	Writing	&	Learning	
Centre	(WLC)	provides	the	only	programs	that	support	students	with	language	learning	beyond	first	
year.		
	
English	for	Art	and	Design	(EAD)	
Prior	to	their	first	fall	term	at	OCAD	U,	ELL	students	can	attend	EAD,	a	non-credit	course	offered	by	the	
Office	of	Continuing	Studies	(OCS).	The	program,	designed	by	the	WLC	in	collaboration	with	the	Faculty	
of	Liberal	Arts	and	Sciences	(FoLAS),	was	piloted	in	2006	with	seven	students,	expanding	the	following	
year	to	a	cohort	of	12	students.	At	the	time,	the	program	consisted	of	a	non-credit	course,	Topics	in	
Visual	Culture,	co-taught	by	a	language	specialist	and	a	TA	with	experience	with	facilitative	and	
interactive	pedagogy,	and	a	credit	course,	Colour	in	Composition,	taught	by	a	content	specialist	from	the	
Faculty	of	Art	with	an	interest	in	inclusive	pedagogy,	supported	by	an	experienced	peer	tutor	from	the	
WLC.	Instructors	designed	course	packages	featuring	post-secondary	level	readings	relevant	to	the	
creative	practices.	The	teaching	team	worked	collaboratively,	meeting	frequently	to	discuss	pedagogy	
and	assignment	design;	this	ensured	not	only	that	the	explicit	language	support	provided	in	Topics	in	
Visual	Culture	was	relevant	to	the	disciplinary	course	(Colour	in	Composition)	but	also	enabled	the	
sharing	of	pedagogical	approaches	between	the	studio	instructor,	language	specialist,	teaching	
assistants,	and	peer	tutors.		
	
As	a	result	of	administrative	changes	in	the	years	following	2008,	the	Office	of	Continuing	Studies	(OCS)	
currently	manages	administration	and	delivery	of	the	program,	now	an	entirely	non-credit	six-week	
summer	program	serving	38	students	a	year,	some	of	whom	have	fallen	within	OCAD	U’s	discretionary	
range	for	English	Language	Proficiency	(see	Appendix	B).	The	majority	of	students	who	enroll	in	EAD	are	
recent	arrivals	to	Canada.xi	The	program	consists	of	a	two-hour	Visual	Culture	class	followed	by	a	one-
hour	workshop;	the	former	uses	the	LEAP	(Learning	English	for	Academic	Purposes)	Reading	and	Writing	
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textbook.	A	creative-discipline	content	instructor	with	ELL	training	teaches	both	the	class	and	the	
workshop,	with	support	from	a	similarly-qualified	EAD	coordinator.	While	the	program	continues	to	
successfully	introduce	students	to	North	American	academic	conventions	and	support	them	with	
language-learning	for	art	and	design,	the	lack	of	a	creative-discipline-specific	studio	course	and	the	use	
of	a	general	university-preparation	textbook	may	prevent	the	program	from	being	fully	aligned	with	the	
language	skills	and	strategies	required	by	the	current	OCAD	U	curriculum.	In	addition,	EAD	instructors	
have	noted	workload	challenges	with	evaluating	and	providing	feedback	on	the	work	of	38	students	in	a	
timely	manner,	given	the	size	of	the	teaching	team.		
	
English	Language	Pathway	
The	English	Language	Pathway	program	was	developed	in	2007	by	the	WLC,	with	some	collaboration	
from	the	Faculty	of	Design,	although	it	has	been	largely	administered	by	FoLAS/SIS	since	2010	due	to	
administrative	changes	within	both	FOLAS/SIS	and	the	WLC.	Currently,	the	program	provides	first-year	
Design	students	with	an	opportunity	to	take	four	of	their	required	classes—VISC	1001,	VISC	1002,	ENGL	
1004,	and	GDES	1014—together	with	other	ELL	students.	ENGL	1004	is	taught	by	an	instructor	with	TESL	
certification,	and	language	support	is	provided	in	the	other	three	classes	by	a	teaching	assistant	with	
TESL	certification	and/or	a	strong	record	of	teaching	experience	with	ELL	students.	This	language	TA	
attends	VISC	1001/2	and	GDES	1014	alternately	and	collaborates	with	the	content-area	VISC	1001/2	TA	
to	develop	teaching	and	learning	activities	in	the	tutorials.	The	program	serves	25–30	students	a	year,	
mainly	from	the	Faculty	of	Design,	although	first-year	Art	students	may	participate,	substituting	GDES	
1014	for	GART	1004.	The	WLC	conducted	a	comprehensive	evaluation	of	the	Pathway	program	in	2012,	
funded	by	the	Higher	Education	Quality	Council	of	Ontario	(HEQCO),	which	found	that	while	the	
program	has	a	positive	impact	on	student	academic	performance,	the	model	also	has	limitations	in	
terms	of	its	structure	and	students’	transition	to	second	year	(see	Section	6,	Models	for	Program	
Development	for	an	overview	of	the	research	findings).	
	
The	Essay	and	the	Argument	(ESL):		ENGL	1004			
Students	may	choose	to	attend	an	ELL-only	(sheltered)	section	of	the	required	first-year	writing	course,	
the	Essay	and	the	Argument;	several	are	offered	each	term	(see	Section	6	for	information	about	the	
sheltered	model	of	language	support).	The	course	provides	an	introduction	to	academic	research	and	
writing	conventions	and	offers	opportunities	for	students	to	write	in	multiple	modes	(literary	analysis,	
persuasive/argumentative	writing,	proposals/abstracts),	practice	strategies	for	critically	engaging	with	
written	texts,	and	acquire	proofreading	skills	and	strategies.	Whereas	non-sheltered	Essay	and	
Argument	sections	of	this	course	are	large-lecture	format	(cap	180)	and	an	associated	tutorial	(cap	35),	
sheltered	ESL	sections	are	smaller	sections	(cap	35)	with	no	tutorials.	The	smaller	class	size	gives	
students	more	opportunities	to	practice	their	listening	and	speaking	skills	and	to	discuss	their	writing	
with	both	instructors	and	peers.	In	the	2015–16	school	year,	204	students	chose	to	attend	ENGL	1004.		
As	the	WAC	Report	noted	in	2013,	sheltered	sections	of	the	Essay	and	the	Argument	provide	students	
with	a	good	grounding	for	continued	writing	and	language	skill	development	but	should	not	be	expected	
to	meet	all	of	their	language-learning	needs,	especially	given	the	discipline-specificity	of	post-secondary	
writing	and	communication	skills	(DiPietro	et	al.,	2014).		
	
Writing	&	Learning	Centre	(WLC)	English	Language	Learning	Programs	
The	WLC	currently	offers	a	range	of	general	academic	support	services,	all	of	which	serve	a	large	
proportion	of	ELL	students;	WLC	program	delivery	staff	receive	training	in	supporting	ELLs.	The	Centre	
also	offers	limited	services	geared	specifically	to	students	working	to	develop	their	language	skills,	
offered	by	an	ELL	Specialist:	
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• one-on-one	general	tutoring	appointments;	
• English	Language	Mini-Series,	where	students	meet	with	an	ELL	Specialist	for	a	series	of	four	

sessions	focusing	on	either	grammar	or	vocabulary	skills;	
• English	Language	Study	Plan,	where	students	meet	with	an	ELL	Specialist	to	design	an	

individualized	plan	for	improving	their	English	in	the	coming	year.	
	
While	the	WLC	ELL	services	are	designed	with	the	needs	of	students	whose	first	language	is	not	English	
in	mind,	students	whose	first	language	is	English	but	who	are	looking	to	focus	specifically	on	language	
issues	such	as	vocabulary	building	or	grammar	can	also	access	the	ELL	services.	
	
The	approaches	used	by	the	WLC	focus	on	dialogue	and	critical	engagement	and	are	non-directive	and	
non-evaluative.	This	creates	a	uniquely	supportive	environment	for	students	from	diverse	linguistic	and	
cultural	backgrounds,	providing	a	“safe	space”	for	them	to	develop	confidence	in	their	written	and	
spoken	voice(s).	Since	the	majority	of	support	takes	place	one-on-one	or	in	small	groups,	it	can	be	
responsive	to	the	unique	needs	of	students	from	extremely	varied	linguistic	and	educational	
backgrounds.	In	addition,	the	voluntary	nature	of	the	services	permits	students	to	develop	independent,	
self-directive	learning	skills	that	will	sustain	them	throughout	their	academic	career	and	beyond.	
	
However,	this	approach	also	has	its	drawbacks.	The	voluntary	nature	of	the	programming,	and	its	ability	
to	respond	to	students’	“in	the	moment”	needs,	commonly	result	in	students	attending	only	one	or	two	
sessions	and	meeting	with	different	tutors	on	each	visit.	A	single	session	can	be	transformative	when	it	
addresses	critical	engagement	and	approaches	to	writing,	but	language	skills	generally	require	sustained	
practice	and	follow-up.	Similarly,	addressing	language	issues	such	as	grammar	and	vocabulary	typically	
requires	a	more	structured,	directive	approach,	prepared	resources,	and	contextual	and	disciplinary	
knowledge.		

6.	MODELS	FOR	PROGRAM	DEVELOPMENT	

Support	for	ELLs	at	the	post-secondary	level	falls	under	a	specific	field	in	language	pedagogy	called	
English	for	Academic	Purposes	(EAP),	a	type	of	English	for	Specific	Purposes	(ESP).	Whereas	“general”	
ESL	training	focuses	on	providing	learners	with	the	skills,	strategies,	and	language	needed	for	a	variety	of	
interactions	in	everyday	social	contexts	(conversational	fluency),	ESP	focuses	on	identifying	the	socio-
cultural	and	communicative	practices,	discourse	conventions,	and	genres	within	a	specific	context	
(academic	language	proficiency)	and	then	providing	learners	with	support	in	acquiring	these.	EAP	thus	
“takes	practitioners	beyond	preparing	learners	for	study	in	English	to	developing	new	kinds	of	literacy:		
equipping	students	with	the	communicative	skills	to	participate	in	academic	and	cultural	contexts”	
(Hyland,	2002).		
	
The	“academic”	context	is	not	homogenous,	rather	its	practices,	conventions,	and	genres	are	discipline-
specific;	while	some	academic	skills	and	conventions	are	transferrable	between	disciplines,	many	
aspects	of	language	and	communication	are	specific	to	the	community	within	which	they	occur.	
Effective	language	support	at	the	post-secondary	level	must	be	firmly	grounded	in	the	relevant	
disciplinary	context(s)	and	ideally	occurs	within	the	target	disciplinary	community	itself;	curricular	
support	is	therefore	of	particular	importance	at	the	post-secondary	level.		
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University	curricular	ELL	supports	usually	follow	one	of	two	models:	sheltered	or	adjunct.	Either	model	
may	be	enhanced	through	the	use	of	block-registration	practices.xii		Sheltered	support	is	most	effective	
at	the	first-	and	second-year	levels,	as	students	transition	into	new	contexts	and	disciplines.	The	model	
provides	language	support	by	identifying	an	ELL-specific	section	of	a	credit	course.	The	faculty	member	
teaching	the	course	may	have	had	training	in	supporting	ELLs	and/or	developing	inclusive	teaching	
resources	and	assignments,	or	a	language	specialist	may	be	present	in	the	classroom	and	work	together	
with	the	instructor	to	support	the	students	with	language-learning	skills	and	strategies	as	they	arise.	
Research	suggests	that	the	addition	of	inclusive	pedagogical	strategies	and	practices	(either	through	
consultation	with	a	language	specialist	or	the	presence	of	one	in	the	classroom)	increases	the	
comprehensibility	of	course	content	for	ELLs,	while	the	clear	relevance	of	the	course	content	to	the	
students’	degree	(as	signaled	not	only	by	the	content	itself,	but	by	the	credit-bearing	nature	of	the	
course)	positively	affects	student	motivation	to	engage	in	language	learning	and	to	focus	on	language	as	
a	communicative	tool	for	meaning-making	rather	than	a	set	of	decontextualized	forms	and	rules	
(Hauptman,	Wesche,	&	Ready,	1988).	Sheltered	models	are	of	particular	benefit	as	a	transitional	stage	
for	students	whose	intermediate	to	high	intermediate	language	proficiency	levels	interact	with	affective	
(e.g.	fear)	and	linguistic	(e.g.	lack	of	vocabulary)	difficulties	(Brinton,	Snow,	&	Wesche,	2004).	However,	
sheltered	program	models	must	be	carefully	structured	to	avoid	isolating	students	from	language-
learning	opportunities	with	native	speakers.		
	
Adjunct/content-linked	program	models	provide	language-learning	support	for	integrated	(NES	and	ELL)	
content	classes.	This	model	avoids	the	potential	isolation	of	a	sheltered	course	and	facilitates	non-native	
English	speakers’	participation	in	the	university	community;	it	typically	benefits	students	with	high	levels	
of	language	proficiency	who	are	looking	to	develop	general	academic	skills.	In	this	structure,	a	language	
tutorial	taught	by	a	language	specialist	is	attached	to	a	content	course,	taught	as	usual	by	the	content-
specialist	faculty	member.	All	of	the	language-learning	activities	in	the	adjunct	class	are	based	on	and/or	
respond	to	the	course	content,	thus	ensuring	that	the	language	skills	are	taught	with	material	relevant	
to	students	(Andrade	&	Makaafi,	2001).	For	success,	the	model	requires	a	certain	minimum	level	of	
capacity	and	dedicated	funding	as	well	as	frequent	discussion	and	coordination	between	adjunct	and	
content	instructors	to	ensure	that	the	language	instruction	remains	grounded	in	the	curriculum	(see	
Appendix	C	as	well	as	Brinton	et	al.,	2004	for	a	discussion	of	the	implications	of	both	sheltered	and	
integrated	models.)		Furthermore,	it	requires	that	the	content	instructor	“understands	and	accepts	the	
importance	of	the	program	and	the	teaching	philosophy	behind	it”	and	an	experienced	and	versatile	
language	instructor	who	is	“open	to	learning	the	content	material	and	.	.	.able	to	identify	and	respond	to	
language	demands	placed	upon	students	by	the	disciplinary	discourse	and	evaluation	methods	of	the	
professor”	(Burger,	Weinberg,	&	Wesche,	2013).	However,	students	may	also	be	less	likely	to	opt	into	
these	types	of	programs	as	a	result	of	the	greater	time	commitment	(a	content	course	and	an	extra	
tutorial	or	a	longer	tutorial)	(Burger	et	al.,	2013).	Removing	language	learning	from	its	disciplinary	
context	may	also	signal	to	students	that	language	proficiency	is	incidental	rather	than	fundamental	to	
their	ability	to	succeed	in	post-secondary	education.		
	
A	2012	HEQCO-funded	study,	“Impact	of	Sheltered	ESL	Support	Programming	on	Student	Engagement	
and	Academic	Performance	at	OCAD	University,”	revealed	that	such	programming	at	OCAD	U	had	a	
positive	impact	on	the	engagement	and	academic	performance	of	first-year	ELL	students	(Smollett,	
Arakawa,	&	Keefer,	2012).	The	Pathway	program	model	incorporated	both	sheltered	and	block-program	
designs,	drawing	on	research	suggesting	that	participation	in	learning	communities	correlates	with	
“enhanced	academic	performance,	integration	of	academic	and	social	experiences,	[and]	gains	in	
multiple	areas	of	skill,	competence,	and	knowledge”	(Zhao	&	Kuh,	2004).	In	the	original	Pathway	
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program	design,	students	took	sheltered	sections	of	four	courses	(two	of	them	studio	classes),	as	well	as	
an	adjunct	tutorial	attached	to	a	fifth	(due	to	the	large-lecture	format	of	the	course.)		Participants	
reported	experiencing	an	improvement	in	their	language	skills	as	well	as	increased	levels	of	comfort	
with	and	understanding	of	academic	culture	and	instructor	expectations	and	active	participation	in	
classroom	situations.	Students	also	spoke	positively	of	their	experiences	with	cross-cultural	exchange	
both	in	the	classroom	and	outside	of	it.	Findings	suggested	a	direct	relationship	between	the	reported	
increase	in	informal	engagement	and	improved	academic	performance	in	studio	classes	(Smollett	et	al.,	
2012).	Significantly,	the	program	enabled	many	students	to	not	only	improve	their	language	
competency	but	also	to	actively	enter	into	the	OCAD	U	community.		
	
The	study	investigated	whether	participants	felt	isolated	as	a	result	of	the	sheltered	block	program	
design.	While	students	appreciated	the	“safe	space”	and	the	group	cohesion	fostered	by	the	program	
model,	several	noted	feeling	that	Pathway	did	not	provide	them	with	opportunities	to	challenge	their	
language	development	through	interactions	with	native	speakers,	particularly	in	the	second	term	
(Smollett	et	al.,	2012).	Researchers	concluded	that	sheltered	program	design	“should	strive	to	balance	
the	benefits	of	safe	space	with	the	potential	liability	of	isolation	from	native	speakers,”	through	a	
mixture	of	approaches	and	that	the	most	effective	program	design	would	vary	according	to	the	
institutional	context	(Smollett	et	al.,	2012).xiii	
	
It	is	possible	that	the	isolation	participants	experienced	in	Pathway	was	due	more	to	the	block	program	
design	than	the	sheltered	aspects;	students	were	taking	more	than	half	of	their	classes	with	other	ELLs.	
This	liability	could	be	addressed	by	allowing	students	to	access	one	or	two	sheltered	classes	rather	than	
requiring	them	to	participate	in	all	of	them.	Furthermore,	the	model	can	be	supplemented	with	peer-
mentorship	programs	that	actively	encourage	interactions	between	NES	and	NNES	students.		
	
Pathway	students	also	noted	difficulties	with	transitioning	into	second	year,	due	to	more	challenging	
assignments	and	higher	expectations	around	class	participation.	The	study	recommended	providing	
support	for	students	transitioning	from	fully	sheltered	to	integrated	programming	in	order	to	alleviate	
such	difficulties	(Smollett	et	al.,	2012).	This	evidence	also	signals	the	need	for	continued	opportunities	
for	language	development	in	second	year	and	beyond.		
	
Given	OCAD	U’s	institutional	context,	sheltered	support	offers	many	strengths	as	a	model	for	program	
development	in	the	transitional	first	year.	It	requires	a	smaller	budget	and	draws	on	existing	institutional	
capacity.	It	clearly	signals	to	ELL	students	the	importance	of	language-learning	to	their	academic	success	
within	their	programs	and	supports	disciplinary	faculty	in	the	development	of	an	inclusive	pedagogy.	
However,	more	research	is	necessary	to	ensure	that	it	functions	effectively	within	the	context	of	studio	
education.	Furthermore,	it	primarily	serves	the	needs	of	ELLs	within	first-year	contexts;	other	models	
are	also	necessary	to	address	the	needs	of	higher-proficiency	students	during	first	year	and	all	ELL	
students	in	second	year	and	beyond.	Budgetary	and	capacity	considerations	aside,	the	adjunct	model	
does	not	serve	OCAD	U’s	purposes	well	in	either	of	these	situations,	as	it	is	better	suited	for	teaching	
general	academic	rather	than	discipline-specific	language	skills.	One	way	of	harnessing	the	strengths	of	
both	sheltered	and	adjunct	program	models	is	to	develop	an	integrated	approach	where	a	language	
specialist	works	closely	with	content-specialist	faculty	on	courses	in	the	same	ways	that	they	would	for	a	
sheltered	context	(e.g.	provide	training	in	supporting	ELLs	and/or	developing	inclusive	teaching	
resources	and	assignments	in	all	courses).	This	type	of	collaboration	ensures	that	language-learning	
support	is	tailored	to	the	specific	context,	enables	faculty	to	develop	an	inclusive	pedagogy,	and	
provides	ELL	students	with	opportunities	to	develop	their	language	skills	along	with	NES	peers.		
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7.	NEEDS	ASSESSMENT:		THE	FACULTY	PERSPECTIVE		

As	previously	noted,	faculty	respondents	to	the	WAC	survey	in	2013	requested	additional	ELL	resource	
and	program	development,	noting	“the	need	for	more	integration	of	language-learning	support	across	
the	curriculum	and	at	all	year	levels	as	well	as	additional	resources	for	ELL	students	outside	of	the	
classroom”	(DiPietro	et	al.,	2014).	Respondents	specifically	highlighted	a	desire	for	inclusive	teaching	
strategies	and	reported	difficulties	assessing	the	work	of	second-language	writers.		
	
The	WAC	survey	data	was	limited,	however,	and	further	needs	assessment	was	conducted	in	2015–16	to	
solicit	feedback	on	the	discipline-specific	communication	needs	of	English	Language	Learners.	Interviews	
were	conducted	with	chairs	of	all	programs,	as	well	as	with	a	number	of	associate	chairs	and	faculty.	
During	these	meetings,	Chairs	and	faculty	were	asked	to:			
	

• identify	the	types	of	communication	students	required	to	perform	effectively	in	their	
courses/programs;	

• discuss	the	challenges	faced	by	English	Language	Learners	in	their	programs;	
• share	any	successful	strategies	employed	by	faculty	in	their	programs;	
• consider	the	services	and	supports	they	currently	recommend	to	English	Language	Learners.		

	
Shared	themes	clearly	emerged,	although	they	were	often	inflected	by	the	program	or	disciplinary	
context.	Significantly,	respondents	often	noted	that	NS	students	also	encountered	these	challenges,	but	
that	they	were	more	pronounced	or	seemed	to	present	greater	barriers	to	the	success	of	ELL	students.		
	
Vocabulary	
Respondents	reported	that	ELL	students	at	all	year	levels	struggle	to	acquire	and	use	disciplinary	and	
theoretical	vocabulary.	This	not	only	negatively	impacts	their	ability	to	speak	and	write	meaningfully	
about	materials,	theoretical	concepts,	their	work,	their	peers’	work	etc.	but	also	their	comprehension	of	
spoken	and	written	discussions	of	theory	and	making.	In	programs	such	as	Advertising	and	Illustration	
where	successful	communication	and	creative	output	involve	familiarity	with	colloquial	expressions	and	
comfort	with	the	nuances	of	everyday	language,	respondents	noted	that	recently	arrived	students	in	
particular	struggle	to	acquire	and	use	this	language	effectively.	Several	respondents	also	noted	that	
even	NS	first-year	students	face	difficulties	with	less-specialized	but	nonetheless	foundational	
vocabulary	such	as	“exhibition”	and	“artist.”	
	
Class	Participation	
Faculty	noted	that	participation	in	critique	and	other	interactive	classroom	activities	and	oral	
presentations	generally	pose	a	particular	challenge	for	ELL	students.	Respondents	suggested	a	variety	of	
reasons	for	this,	ranging	from	the	difficulties	ELL	students	have	finding	language	to	articulate	their	ideas	
to	an	overall	discomfort	with	the	interactive	nature	of	the	studio	classroom.	During	the	earlier	years	of	
their	program,	these	challenges	may	prevent	some	ELL	students	from	fully	benefiting	from	studio	
pedagogy.	Additionally,	faculty	in	programs	where	students	interact	with	clients	and	potential	
employers	noted	that	difficulties	with	fluency	and	presentation	skills	may	have	negative	professional	
implications.		
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Listening	Comprehension		
Faculty	identified	listening	comprehension	as	a	key	area	of	concern,	reporting	experiences	with	students	
not	understanding	information	and	instructions	conveyed	in	class.	In	some	situations	the	disconnect	
between	what	the	instructor	said	and	what	the	student	understood	is	immediately	evident,	as	when	the	
student	is	unable	to	successfully	accomplish	a	technical	activity	in	class.	However,	it	often	comes	too	
late	in	the	learning	process	(e.g.	on	an	exam,	during	critique)	for	the	instructor	to	be	able	to	provide	
useful	feedback.	In	some	contexts,	classroom	layout	and/or	technical	tools	and	processes	(loud	
machinery,	face	shields,	etc.)	may	exacerbate	students’	difficulties	with	listening	comprehension.		
	
Reading	Comprehension	and	Critical	Reading	Skills	
Reading	comprehension	also	emerged	as	an	area	of	concern.	Faculty	reported	that	ELL	students	face	
challenges	with	understanding	written	assignment	instructions	and	textbooks	in	first	year	and	with	
theoretical	readings	in	second,	third,	and	fourth	years.	Many	respondents	noted	that	students	at	all	year	
levels	have	difficulties	responding	analytically	to	both	visual	and	textual	sources.		
	
Writing	Skills		
Faculty	noted	that	while	both	NES	and	ELL	students	encounter	difficulties	with	both	process	writing	and	
assessed	writing,	ELLs	tend	to	produce	shorter	responses	and	write	fewer	words	than	their	NES	
counterparts.	Furthermore,	students	seem	to	be	unaware	of	the	variety	of	written	genres	in	art	and	
design	and	that	conventions	differ	between	them.	As	a	result,	they	often	produce	essay-like	writing	
rather	than	producing	work	with	an	awareness	of	its	particular	purpose,	audience,	and	context.	Several	
respondents	expressed	further	concern	that	ELL	students	at	all	year	levels	produce	writing	that	does	not	
meet	their	expectations	in	terms	of	structure	and	analytical	depth.		
	
Creativity	and	Originality	
Some	respondents	noted	that	differing	approaches	to	creative	pedagogy	and	assumptions	about	
creativity	may	also	impact	the	experience	of	ELL	students	in	studio	classrooms.	In	the	master/apprentice	
model	of	studio	education,	the	balance	of	authority	tends	to	reside	with	the	instructor,	whereas	in	
dialogic	models	of	studio	pedagogy,	faculty	occupy	a	more	facilitative	role.	Faculty	noted	that	ELLs	who	
come	from	teacher-centric	pedagogical	cultures	may	opt	to	be	in	OCAD	U	classes	that	more	directly	
mirror	this	approach	and	continue	to	face	challenges	navigating	dialogic	creative	communities.	
Furthermore,	some	students,	either	in	high	school	or	in	their	home	culture,	have	experienced	
pedagogical	models	that	develop	and	cultivate	creativity	through	structured	acquisition	of	technical	
skills,	repetition,	and	imitation;	as	a	result,	they	sometimes	question	the	value	of	assignments	focused	
on	conceptual	development	over	technical	practice,	have	rigid	ideas	about	how	materials	and	media	can	
be	used,	and	model	their	work	on	established	authorities	(instructors,	famous	artists,	and	designers)	and	
in	ways	that	are	perceived	as	unoriginal	in	OCAD	U’s	creative	culture.	Instructors	may	also	consider	the	
ways	in	which	ELL	students	draw	on	their	home	cultures	as	“uncritical.”	Finally,	it	was	reported	that	in	
some	contexts,	students’	difficulties	with	creative	flexibility	coupled	with	a	lack	of	linguistic	facility	is	
interpreted	by	instructors	as	a	lack	of	creative	and	academic	proficiency.		

8.	NEEDS	ASSESSMENT:		THE	STUDENT	PERSPECTIVE	

Prior	to	the	needs	assessment	undertaken	for	this	report,	there	were	two	substantial	sources	of	data	on	
the	specific	academic	challenges	experienced	by	ELLs	at	OCAD	U:	the	HEQCO-funded	research	study	
conducted	in	2008–2010	on	the	experience	of	students	in	the	OCAD	U	first-year	Pathway	program	and	
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the	Writing	Across	the	Curriculum	(WAC)	Undergraduate	Questionnaire	completed	in	2013	by	373	NES	
and	NNES	students	in	a	required	third-year	course	in	each	program.	xiv	
	
Together,	these	two	studies	identify	autonomous	learning,	active	participation	within	and	outside	the	
classroom	(e.g.	speaking	in	class,	negotiating	group	projects),	academic	reading,	generation	of	ideas,	and	
writing	process	and	conventions	as	the	main	challenges	for	ELL	students	at	OCAD	U.	Given	that	these	
previous	sources	provided	rich	data	to	inform	ELL	program	development,	the	WLC	Survey	on	Language	
Skills	(see	Appendix	D)	was	designed	to	solicit	student	perceptions	of	their	proficiency	with	the	types	of	
communication	skills	and	strategies	identified	as	challenges	in	the	faculty	interviews	in	order	to	facilitate	
a	comparison	of	the	data	and	lend	further	nuance	to	an	understanding	of	the	OCAD	U	teaching	and	
learning	environment	with	respect	to	ELL	students.	The	survey	was	administered	to	a	mixed	respondent	
pool	of	both	NES	and	NNES.		
	
Three	questions	were	asked	to	facilitate	the	analysis	of	students’	language-learning	backgrounds:	1)	
identification	of	their	first	language;	2)	whether	they	feel	their	work	is	affected	by	limitations	in	
language	ability;	and	3)	the	number	of	years	they	had	studied	in	Canada	at	all	levels	of	education.		
	
Furthermore,	in	addition	to	soliciting	their	demographic	data	and	perceptions	of	proficiency	around	
specific	skills,	the	survey	asked	two	open-ended	qualitative	questions:			
	

1. What	could	your	instructors	do	to	support	the	development	of	your	language	skills	in	the	
classroom?	

2. Is	there	anything	else	about	language	skills	development	at	OCAD	University	that	you’d	like	
to	tell	us?			

	
The	survey	was	administered	to	111	participants;	41%	of	respondents	identified	as	speaking	a	first	
language	other	than	English,	and	32%	of	respondents	were	non-native	English	speakers	(NNES)	with	
eight	or	fewer	years	of	education	in	Canada	(<9s).	Very	few	(8%)	of	NES	students	indicated	feeling	their	
work	is	affected	by	language	limitations,	as	opposed	to	64%	of	NNES	students,	and	72%	of		<9	NNES	
students.	The	majority	of	NNES	surveyed	were	first-	or	second-year	students,	primarily	from	programs	
within	the	Faculty	of	Design.	It	is	worth	noting	that	although	the	small	sample	size	makes	it	difficult	to	
generalize	these	results	to	the	larger	population	of	ELL	students,	the	language	demographics	align	with	
those	of	the	larger	sample	set	of	third-year	students	who	took	the	WAC	Undergraduate	Survey	in	
2013.xv	For	this	reason,	the	WLC	Language	Skills	survey	results	can	be	considered	to	provide	meaningful	
data	on	the	needs	of	ELL	students	when	taken	in	conjunction	with	previous	sources	of	data.		
		
Similar	to	the	findings	of	the	WAC	survey,	responses	reveal	a	disparity	between	students’	perceptions	of	
their	proficiencies	and	faculty	perceptions.		
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Figure	2:		Percentages	of	students	reporting	proficiency	with	language	skills,	NES,	<9s:	WLC	Survey	on	
Language	Skills	
	

	
	
For	each	of	the	skills	and	tasks	they	were	asked	about,	a	majority	(68%	or	more)	of	NES	perceived	
themselves	as	quite	or	very	proficient;	for	many	of	the	tasks,	a	majority	(68%	or	more)	of	<9s	perceived	
themselves	similarly,	despite	the	fact	that	instructors	identified	many	of	these	(understanding	readings,	
understanding	written	assignment	instructions,	understanding	in-class	discussions,	understanding	your	
instructor	when	they	provide	information/feedback	orally	in	the	classroom)	as	areas	of	concern.	It	is	
notable	that	while	both	NES	and	<9s	reported	feeling	proficient	at	understanding	in-class	discussions,	
the	proportion	of	NES	is	much	higher.		
	
The	disparity	between	instructor	and	student	perceptions	may	be	the	result	of	divergent	understandings	
as	to	what	constitutes	proficiency	with	these	skills;	<9s,	who	are	often	still	in	the	process	of	gaining	
language	skills,	may	also	define	successful	“understanding”	according	to	different	criteria	than	their	
instructors.	Furthermore,	the	skill	“understanding	reading,”	may	not	have	fully	addressed	the	type	of	
challenges	ELLs	encounter	with	reading	comprehension.	Many	ELLs	read	word-for-word,	relying	heavily	
on	dictionaries.	Skimming	and	scanning	for	information	may	be	an	unfamiliar	skill	or	may	be	hard	to	
apply	in	a	second	language.	Thus,	while	they	may	feel	they	understand	the	materials	they	do	manage	to	
read,	they	may	still	struggle	to	manage	the	large	volume	of	reading.		
	
Only	about	half	(51%)	of	the	<9s	reported	feeling	proficient	at	speaking	about	a	classmate’s	work	in	
critique;	similarly	only	about	half	(51%)	felt	proficient	at	contributing	to	class	discussion.	This	aligns	both	
with	faculty	perceptions	that	speaking	and	other	forms	of	active	participation	in	the	classroom	present	a	
challenge	for	ELL	students	and	with	the	findings	of	the	2012	research	study.	The	latter	suggests	that	
critique	is	particularly	challenging	for	many	students	from	other	cultures	due	to	discomfort	with	being	
asked	to	critique	their	peers.	As	one	student	said,	“You	never	do	that	in	my	[design	college	in	home	
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country].	In	my	school	.	.	.	only	the	teacher	would	make	some	comments	.	.	.[I	don’t]	have	this	power	of	
knowledge	to	critique	[other	students’]	work”	(Smollett	et	al.,	2012).	Students	may	also	struggle	to	word	
their	contributions	diplomatically	because	of	language	limitations.	As	for	class	discussions,	students	in	
the	2010	study	reported	being	fearful	of	negative	judgment	by	their	instructors	and	peers,	either	
because	of	limitations	in	their	language	skills	or	because	they	are	afraid	their	contributions	many	not	be	
perceived	as	appropriate	(Smollett	et	al.,	2012).	Only	slightly	over	half	(51%)	of	the	<9s	reported	feeling	
proficient	with	writing	essays,	compared	with	a	larger	proportion	(almost	75%)	who	perceived	
themselves	as	proficient	at	writing	about	their	studio	work.xvi		
	
A	clear	set	of	challenges	emerged	from	responses	to	the	open-ended	questions.	Both	NES	and	ELL	
respondents	noted	the	need	for	vocabulary	and	terminology	acquisition	to	be	explicitly	supported	in	
classrooms.	Many	ELL	students	are	unfamiliar	with	disciplinary	vocabulary	and	have	relatively	few	
resources	and	strategies	(memorization,	dual-language	dictionaries)	for	learning	new	vocabulary.	These	
students	find	it	difficult	to	recognize	and/or	apply	that	vocabulary	in	oral	and	written	situations.	As	one	
ELL	respondent	to	the	WLC	survey	noted,	“it	is	difficult	to	understand	the	course	content	where	there	
are	a	lot	of	new	terms	introduced.”	Several	students	suggested	providing	discipline	or	course-specific	
vocabulary	lists;	one	suggested	that	such	terminology	be	revisited	frequently	throughout	the	course.		
	
Students	made	a	number	of	concrete	suggestions	for	inclusive	teaching	practices	that	would	better	
support	their	learning.	Many	ELL	respondents,	for	example,	requested	that	material	taught	in	class	be	
provided	in	a	variety	of	formats.	They	suggested	that	instructors	write	down	unfamiliar	terminology	and	
names	either	on	handouts,	slides,	and/or	on	the	blackboard/whiteboard	in	class.	Both	NES	and	ELL	
students	requested	that	slides	be	posted	on	Canvas	before	or	after	the	lecture.	The	distribution	of	hard-
copy	lecture	notes	and	podcasting	the	lecture	were	also	suggested.		
	
ELL	students	spoke	positively	of	their	experiences	with	WLC	resources	and	supports	and	expressed	a	
desire	for	these	to	be	built	out	further,	requesting,	for	example,	that	drop-in	hours	be	extended	and	
suggesting	that	the	WLC	hold	discussion	groups.	However,	several	ELL	students	noted	that	while	they	
are	aware	that	co-curricular	language-learning	supports	are	available,	they	have	limited	time	to	access	
them:	“I	appreciate	the	help	that	WLC	provided	and	I’m	glad	it	actually	exists	in	the	school,	the	only	
thing	is	there	is	not	much	extra	time	to	seek	for	help	sometimes	.	.	.	I	know	it	sounds	rediculous	(sic)	and	
we’re	suppose	to	improve	the	English	level	by	self...I	want	and	wish	to	learn	better.”	This	comment	and	
others	highlight	the	inadequacy	of	relying	on	co-curricular	programming	to	support	student	learning	
needs,	given	the	heavy	workload	many	OCAD	U	students	experience	(and	one	that	is	often	exacerbated	
by	difficulties	with	language).		
	
Several	ELL	students	reported	difficulty	understanding	their	instructors,	perhaps	as	a	result	of	the	pace	
of	speech	and	instruction	in	the	classroom.	Interestingly,	a	current	student	in	the	Pathway	program	
noted	feeling	that	she	understood	more	in	those	classes	than	she	did	in	her	non-sheltered	classes,	likely	
because	instructors	and	TAs	in	the	Pathway	program	have	more	experience	and	training	to	support	ELL	
students.	Echoing	the	faculty	interviews,	several	ELL	respondents	suggested	providing	more	resources	
for	faculty	to	support	ELL	students	and	facilitate	an	inclusive	learning	environment.	As	one	ELL	
respondent	commented,	“I	think	instructors	should	have	training	on	how	to	treat	students	who	speak	
other	languages.	Sometimes	profs	embarrass	students	in	front	of	everyone	and	this	is	uncomfortable	to	
witness.”	
	
In	many	cases,	the	challenges	students	identified	are	undoubtedly	the	result	of	a	combination	of	
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language	limitations	and	cross-cultural	differences.	For	example,	students	may	lack	confidence	speaking	
up	in	class	both	because	they	cannot	find	the	language	to	articulate	their	contributions	quickly	enough	
and	because	they	are	unaccustomed	in	their	home	culture	to	speaking	in	class.	Language	support	that	
addresses	both	language	and	academic	skills	acquisition	and	introduces	ELLs	to	North	American	
academic	culture,	and	the	curricular	demands	of	art	and	design	education,	is	therefore	essential.	
	
In	summary,	ELL	students	at	OCAD	U	experience	difficulty	with	expectations	around	autonomous	
learning,	acquiring	and	applying	disciplinary	and	technical	vocabulary,	engaging	in	various	forms	of	
active	participation	in	the	classroom,	and	writing	skills.	These	challenges	are	often	related	to	disciplinary	
activities	and	have	been	reported	by	ELL	students	at	both	the	first-	and	third-year	levels.	This	suggests	
that	students	would	benefit	from	targeted	and	discipline-specific	support	at	all	year	levels.	ELL	students	
also	share,	to	some	extent,	their	NES	counterparts’	perceptions	of	proficiency	with	language	and	
communication	skills,	perceptions	which	are	clearly	at	odds	with	those	of	faculty.	Differing	
understandings	of	what	constitutes	proficiency	can	be	addressed	by	raising	NES	and	ELL	students’	
awareness	of	the	criteria	for	successful	communication	skills	and	by	faculty	explicitly	communicating	
what	constitutes	disciplinary	linguistic	and	communicative	proficiency	at	a	post-secondary	level.		

9.	RECOMMENDATIONS	

The	following	recommendations	are	grounded	in	best	practices	in	post-secondary	language-teaching	
and	are	informed	and	guided	by	an	understanding	of	the	OCAD	U	context	gathered	through	the	needs	
assessment.	They	outline	a	vision	for	fostering	a	university	culture	that	respects	cultural	and	linguistic	
diversity	and	recognizes	the	variety	of	ways	in	which	ELLs	enrich	both	the	teaching	and	learning	
environment	and	the	wider	community.	In	addition,	they	suggest	directions	for	creating	a	learning	
environment	that	supports	ELL	students	in	continuing	to	develop	as	autonomous	learners	who	are	
actively	contributing	to	their	current	and	future	communities	of	practice.		
	
While	OCAD	U	currently	has	several	supports	and	program	models	in	place,	they	serve	relatively	few	
students	and	exist	mainly	at	the	first-year	level	outside	of	disciplinary	contexts.	Students	acquire	the	
advanced	language	and	communication	skills	required	for	success	over	time,	and	the	general	academic	
language	skills	with	which	they	enter	university	are	not	sufficient	for	their	long-term	success,	particularly	
if	gained	through	generic	language	training.	Furthermore,	reading,	writing,	speaking,	and	listening	skills	
are	rooted	in	context-specific	discourses	and	sociocultural	practices	and	are	best	acquired	within	these	
contexts.	There	is	therefore	a	need	to	develop	systematic	support	throughout	all	four	years	of	
undergraduate	study	that	is	grounded	in	the	disciplinary	contexts	of	art	and	design	education.	Curricular	
supports	provide	the	best	opportunities	for	embedded	language-learning	and	are	thus	likely	to	have	the	
most	significant	impact	on	student	success,	engagement,	and	retention	and	on	the	faculty	teaching	
experience.		
	
Language-learning	support	must	also	address	the	diversity	of	ELL	student	needs	by	providing	them	with	
multiple	points	of	access	and	a	variety	of	support	types.	The	presence	of	voluntary	sheltered	and	
integrated	options	enables	learners	to	access	the	type	of	support	that	works	best	for	their	language	
levels	and	learning	preferences.	Building	out	co-curricular	and	non-credit	options	provides	students	with	
opportunities	outside	the	classroom	to	participate	actively	in	the	university	community,	develop	peer	
networks	and	engage	in	language-learning.		
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Finally,	for	inclusive	learning	environments	to	continue	to	develop	at	OCAD	U,	faculty	and	staff	must	
have	opportunities	to	advance	their	professional	knowledge	to	support	cultural	and	linguistic	diversity	in	
art	and	design	education.	The	recommendations	advocate	for	stronger	collaborations	between	
language-learning	specialists	and	disciplinary	faculty,	as	well	as	for	the	development	of	resources	in	a	
variety	of	formats	that	address	the	varied	needs	of	faculty	and	staff.		
	
In	summary,	the	following	principles	inform	the	recommendations:	
	

• language-learning	happens	over	time;	students	continue	to	develop	their	skills	throughout	their	
university	education,	not	just	in	first	year;	

• language	support	should	address	the	range	of	communication	needs	(reading,	writing,	listening	
and	speaking)	necessary	for	success	at	OCAD	U;	

• language	support	should	address	needs	of	ELL	students	at	all	levels	of	language	proficiency;	
• language	skills	are	context	and	discipline	specific	and	are	best	learned	in	that	context.		

	
The	recommendations	are	as	follows:			
	
1.	In	keeping	with	OCAD	University’s	commitment	to	inclusivity	and	diversity,	ensure	that	cultural	and	
linguistic	diversity	is	recognized	and	valued	within	the	university	community.		

a) create	a	print	or	multimedia	resource	for	faculty	and	students	showcasing	the	experiences	and	
achievements	of	linguistically	and	culturally	diverse	students	writing	and	making	across	genres,	
cultures,	and	communities;	

b) collaborate	with	the	Office	of	Diversity,	Equity	and	Sustainability	Initiatives	(ODESI),	the	
Indigenous	Visual	Culture	Program	(INVC)	and	other	campus	partners	to	document	and	address	
systemic	barriers	and	to	foster	respect	for	linguistic	and	cultural	diversity	through	community	
dialogue,	resource	development,	and	outreach.		
	

	
2.	Build	support	for	the	cultural	and	linguistic	diversity	of	English	Language	Learners	in	academic	and	
curricular	planning.	

a) ensure	that	cultural	and	linguistic	diversity	is	explicitly	recognized	in	the	Academic	Plan;	
b) recognize	support	for	ELLs	in	quality	assurance	and	curriculum	development	processes,	

including	through	the	development	of	mechanisms	for	evaluating	ELL	academic	success	and	
satisfaction;			

c) establish	an	advisory	committee	led	by	the		Writing	&	Learning	Centre	(WLC)	to	build	support	
for	ELLs	and	guide	ELL	program	development.	

	
3.	Continue	to	integrate	support	for	English	Language	Learners	throughout	the	implementation	of	
Writing	Across	the	Curriculum.	

a) enhance	the	Writing	in	the	Disciplines	(WID)	course	workshops	and	related	resources	to	directly	
support	the	variety	of	English	Language	Learners’	learning	needs;		

b) in	collaboration	with	WID	faculty	and	program	chairs,	pilot,	monitor,	and	evaluate	an	integrated	
model	of	curricular	support	that	facilitates	the	acquisition	of	disciplinary	and	linguistic	skills	and	
reflects	the	specific	needs	of	ELLs	in	their	program;	

c) provide	targeted	support	and	resources	for	faculty	teaching	WID	courses.	
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4.	Redevelop	the	current	program	model	of	the	first-year	English	Language	Pathway	program	to	enable	
more	students	to	access	discipline-specific	sheltered	support	at	the	first	and	second	year	levels,	as	
appropriate	to	ELL	student	needs	and	program	context.	

a) remove	block-registration	aspects	of	program	design	to	address	enrollment	and	foster	better	
integration	of	ELLs	into	the	OCAD	University	community;	

b) increase	the	number	of	sheltered	VISC	1001/2	sections	and	build	out	associated	Pathway	ELL	TA	
support	and	training;	

c) in	consultation	with	chairs	and	other	program	stakeholders	and	where	appropriate,	pilot	and	
evaluate	discipline-specific	sheltered	support	options	(e.g.	facilitated	peer	support	programing,	
“mini-studios,”	course	sections)	with	particular	focus	on	its	suitability	for	studio	contexts.	
	

5.	Create	opportunities	for	faculty	dialogue	and	professional	learning	to	support	English	Language	
Learners.	

a) provide	best	practices	and	strategies	for	supporting	ELLs	through	embedded	professional	
learning	at	course	and	curriculum	meetings;	

b) in	collaboration	with	the	Faculty	&	Curriculum	Development	Centre	(FCDC),	enhance	current	
professional	learning	opportunities	for	faculty	and	training	opportunities	for	teaching	assistants	
with	respect	to	ELL	student	needs;	ensure	that	faculty	and	TA	resources	and	training	include	
strategies	for	supporting	English	Language	Learners	in	the	classroom	through	inclusive	
assignment	design	and	teaching	practices;	

c) in	collaboration	with	FCDC,	review	current	resources	to	ensure	they	provide	effective	
assessment	and	feedback	strategies	for	ELLs;		

d) in	collaboration	with	program	chairs	and	the	FCDC,	explore	possibilities	for	expanding	discipline-
specific	professional	learning	opportunities	focused	on	supporting	ELLs;	

e) revise	“Inclusive	Teaching:	Supporting	ESL	Students	at	OCAD”	to	reflect	the	broad	range	of	
writing	and	communication	skills	within	the	OCAD	University	curriculum.	
	

6.	Develop	discipline-specific	WLC	programming	that	supports	the	acquisition	of	disciplinary	vocabulary,	
critical	reading	skills,	and	oral	proficiency.		

a) continue	to	develop	current	programming	for	vocabulary	development	(e.g.	vocabulary	mini-
series);	collaborate	with	disciplinary	faculty	to	develop	program-specific	vocabulary	resources	
for	students;	

b) integrate	lexical	vocabulary-building	strategies	and	resources	(e.g.	corpora)	into	WID	in-class	
workshops	in	ways	that	enable	non-ELL	specialists	to	deliver	them;	

c) develop	sheltered	and	non-sheltered	programming	that	provides	opportunities	to	practice	
reading,	listening,	and	speaking	skills	in	disciplinarily	relevant	ways	(e.g.	critique	labs);		

d) integrate	ELL	sessions	that	explicitly	address	cultural	difference	and	strategies	for	negotiating	it	
into	orientation	and	first-year/	First	Generation	programming.	

e) investigate,	document,	and	disseminate	informal	and	formal	language	learning	strategies	used	
by	English	Language	Learners	at	OCAD	University.	
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7.	In	collaboration	with	the	Office	of	Continuing	Studies	(OCS),	review	and	redevelop	current	post-
admission	and	non-credit	supports	for	English	Language	Learners;	explore	opportunities	to	expand	
programming.		

a) review	and	redevelop	English	for	Art	and	Design	(EAD)	program	to	ensure	it	is	aligned	with	the	
current	OCAD	University	curriculum	and	reflects	current	best	practices	in	teaching	English	for	
Academic	Purposes	(EAP);	

b) expand	programming	for	ELLs	(e.g.	reading	week	language	intensive,	summer	ELL	tutoring	drop-
in,	etc.);	conduct	market	research	to	assess	feasibility	of	establishing	OCAD	University	language	
preparation	classes	through	OCS.	

	
8.	Review	and	reassess	language	proficiency	requirement	policies	and	pathways	to	admission.		

a) review	English	Language	Proficiency	cutoffs	and	discretionary	ranges	to	ensure	they	reflect	the	
language	skills	required	by	the	OCAD	University	curriculum;	

b) explore	the	possibility	of	implementing	a	voluntary	“language	health	check”	in	first	year	to	raise	
student	awareness	of	the	importance	of	post-secondary	language	skills	development	and	of	the	
resources	available	to	them;	

c) establish	and	implement	mechanisms	for	the	collection	of	demographic	data	on	ELLs	in	order	to	
facilitate	ELL	program	development	evaluation,	analysis	of	retention	rates,	academic	
achievement,	student	satisfaction,	etc.;	

d) establish	a	standardized	process	and	set	of	criteria	for	the	review	of	language	schools	and	the	
creation	of	language	school	pathway	agreements.	
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ENDNOTES	
																																																								
i	Preliminary	analysis	conducted	by	LAS	of	the	fall	2013	VISC	1001/2	grades	of	first-year	ELL	students	(in	this	case,	those	who	
self-selected	into	ESL	sections	of	either	that	class	or	ENGL	1003)	suggests	that	their	average	grades	are	substantially	lower	than	
the	class	average.		
ii	In	this,	OCAD	U	is	aligned	with	other	post-secondary	institutions	in	the	greater	Toronto	area,	many	of	whom	are	moving	away	
from	using	ESL	to	describe	their	language	support	services,	instead	using	terms	such	as	English	Language	Learning/	English	
Language	Learner	(ELL)	and	English	Language	Development	(ELD).		
iii	While	second	language	(L2)	acquisition	scholars	have	relinquished	the	notion	of	a	“critical	period”	for	second-language	
acquisition,	that	is,	a	period	after	which	an	L2	learner	can	no	longer	attain	native-like	proficiency,	research	on	the	effects	of	age	
on	language	learning	continues	to	suggest	that	age	of	acquisition	(AoA)	and	final	level	of	proficiency	are	strongly	negatively	
correlated.	However,	these	studies	may	not	sufficiently	take	a	variety	of	complicating	factors	into	account	(instructed	vs.	
naturalistic,	explicit	vs.	implicit	learning).	Furthermore,	the	idea	of	“native-like	proficiency”	is	itself	fraught,	as	among	NES	there	
can	be	considerable	variation	in	levels	of	phonological,	morphosyntactical,	and	lexical	proficiency	depending	on	the	language	
items	being	examined,	as	a	result	of	differences	of	region,	social	class,	and	level	of	education	(DeKeyser,	2012;	Singleton	&	
Munoz,	2011).	
iv	This	is	only	an	estimate,	as	this	percentage	includes	NES	born	outside	of	Canada	(a	relatively	small	number)	and	excludes	
multilinguals	born	in	Canada	who	may	still	be	developing	their	academic	language	proficiency	for	a	variety	of	reasons.		
v	This	correlates	with	an	increase	in	the	proportion	of	international	students	at	OCAD	U.	
vi	These	language	learners	are	sometimes	also	called	“circumstantial	bilinguals,”	to	explicitly	recognize	that	for	them,	learning	
another	language	was	not	a	deliberate	choice,	but	the	result	of	a	change	in	circumstance	including	(but	not	limited	to)	
“movement	of	peoples,	conquest,	colonization,	immigration	and	the	like”	(Valdés,	2006).			
vii	Many	post-secondary	institutions	have	a	language	residency	requirement	(x	or	more	years	of	education	in	Canada	or	in	a	
country/school	system	where	English	is	the	official	language	of	instruction),	yet	research	suggests	that	such	criteria	may	not	be	
effective	measures	of	proficiency.	Findings	from	one	study	suggested	that	ELL	students	admitted	to	a	university	after	3–5	years	
in	a	high	school	where	English	was	the	official	language	of	instruction	underperformed	compared	not	only	with	NES,	but	also	
other	NNES	(Fox,	2005).	The	only	exceptions	were	L2	students	with	high	school	averages	of	at	least	90%.	Such	findings	align	
with	data	suggesting	ELLs,	regardless	of	their	age	of	arrival	(AoA)	face	more	difficulties	and	barriers	towards	their	post-
secondary	academic	success	than	native	English	speakers,	although	older	arrivals	may	display	difficulties	in	different	areas	(e.g.	
lower	GPA)	than	younger	arrivals	(Roessingh	&	Douglas,	2012).		While	the	anecdotal	experiences	of	WLC	staff	and	some	faculty	
suggest	that	this	may	be	the	case	at	OCAD	U,	detailed	demographic	data	on	ELL	students	is	required	in	order	to	evaluate	the	
efficacy	of	the	language	residency	requirement	as	a	measure	of	proficiency.		
viii	Hansa	Language	Centre,	the	International	Language	Academy	of	Canada,	Upper	Madison	College,	University	of	Toronto	
English	Language	School.	
ix	TOEFL	only	provided	sample	student	responses	for	the	writing	and	speaking	sections	of	the	exam;	the	committee	members	
had	to	complete	the	listening	and	reading	portions	of	the	exam	themselves	and	estimate	a	student’s	performance	relative	to	
their	own.	Finding	both	of	these	sections	to	be	challenging,	the	committee	set	these	cutoffs	low	to	avoid	excluding	otherwise	
qualified	students.	However,	the	committee	assumed	that	these	would	be	re-evaluated	in	the	near	future.		
x	In	2005	a	group	of	faculty	and	staff	with	representatives	from	all	three	faculties,	Admissions,	the	Library	and	the	Writing	&	
Learning	Centre	(WLC)	set	TOEFL(iBT)	requirements	by	identifying	the	language	skills	required	for	success	in	programs,	the	
language	skills	that	programs	should	develop,	and	establishing	“minimally	acceptable”	skill	levels	for	success	at	OCAD	U.	Based	
on	these,	in	conjunction	with	band	descriptors	provided	by	each	testing	company,	CAEL,	IELTS,	COPE+TOP	cutoffs	were	
identified	in	2006.		
xi	Research	suggests	that	non-credit	supports	can	provide	effective	support	for	recently	arrived	ELL	students,	but	Generation	1.5	
students	who	“already	sound	good	in	English,	are	familiar	with	the	local	culture,	came	from	mainstream	classes	in	local	high	
schools,	and	are	impatient	to	continue	with	their	further	education”	can	find	them	“expensive	and	frustrating”	(Roessingh	&	
Douglas,	2012).		
xii	With	block	registration,	students	must	register	for	a	group	of	designated	classes	rather	than	picking	and	choosing	whether	
they	want	a	specific	type	of	support	on	a	class-by-class	basis.		
xiii	For	a	description	of	three	post-secondary	institutions	(UCLA,	California	State	University,	and	University	of	Rhode	Island)	that	
have	successfully	implemented	adapted	sheltered	and	adjunct	models,	see	“Epilogue:		New	Developments	in	Content-Based	
Instruction—1989	to	the	Present”	(Brinton,	Snow,	&	Wesche,	2004).	
xiv	As	part	of	the	Pathway	study,	in-depth	interviews	were	conducted	with	12	Pathway	participants	about	their	experience	in	
first	year	and,	in	particular,	the	barriers	they	encountered	to	engagement.	On	the	WAC	survey,	questions	were	included	about	
language	background,	including	first	language	and	number	of	years	studying	in	Canada	as	well	as	questions	about	confidence	
with	specific	writing	skills.	The	findings	of	the	WAC	Survey	suggested	that	NNES	at	OCAD	U	are	not	a	homogenous	group:	those	
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with	eight	or	fewer	years	of	education	in	Canada	(<9)	identify	challenges	with	writing	and	communication	skills	in	higher	
proportions	than	either	those	with	more	than	eight	years	of	Canadian	education	or	NES	students.	
xv	In	those	results,	35%	of	students	reported	that	English	is	not	their	native	language,	46%	of	the	total	population	of	ELLs	
reported	having	eight	or	fewer	years	of	education	in	Canada	(<9),	and	68%	of	those	students	reported	feeling	that	their	work	is	
affected	by	language	limitations	(DiPietro,	Brancato,	&	Ferguson,	2014).		
xvi	This	is	somewhat	similar	to	data	from	the	WAC	Undergraduate	Survey,	where	47%	of	<9s	reported	difficulty	with	describing	
their	artistic	or	design	process	in	writing,	but	57%	reported	difficulty	with	developing	arguments	in	writing	(DiPietro	et	al.,	
2014).	
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APPENDICES		

A:	MINIMUM	SCORES	FOR	IELTS,	TOEFL(iBT)	and	CAEL	REQUIRED	FOR	ADMISSION	TO	A	SELECTION	OF	
CANADIAN	UNIVERSITIES	

Institution	 IELTS	
TOEFL(iBT)	

CAEL	Overall	 Writing	 Speaking	 Listening	 Reading	

OCAD	
University	

6.5,	no	
band	
below	
6.0	 80	 20	 22	 14	 19	

70,	no	
part	
below	60	

University	
of	Toronto	

6.5,	no	
band	
below	
6.0	 100	 22	 --	 --	 --	

70,	no	
part	
below	60	

Ryerson	 6.5	 92-93	 --	 --	 --	 --	 70	
University	
of	British	
Columbia	 6.5	 90	 21	 21	 22	 22	 60	

Queen’s	 6.5	 88	 24	 22	 20	 22	

70,	no	
part	
below	60	

McGill	 6.5	 90	 21	 21	 21	 21	

70,	no	
part	
below	60	

NSCAD	

6.5,	no	
band	
below	
6.0	 90	 20	 20	 20	 20	

70,	no	
part	
below	60	

Emily	Carr	

6.5,	no	
band	
below	
6.0	 84	 18	 20	 20	 20	 70	

	

B:		DISCRETIONARY	RANGE	FOR	CONSIDERATION	FOR	THE	EAD	PROGRAM	

	 Writing		 Speaking	 Listening	 Reading	 Total	

TOEFL(iBT)	 18	 19	 14	 15	 72	

IELTS	 5.5	 5	 5	 5	 6	

CAEL	 55	 50	 50	 50	 60	

COPE	 30	 5	 20	 20	 80	
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C:		SUMMARY	OF	IMPLICATIONS	OF	SHELTERED	AND	ADJUNCT	MODELS		

Aspect	 Sheltered	 Adjunct	
Proficiency	Level	 Intermediate	to	high	

intermediate	L2	
High	intermediate	to	
advanced	L2	

Curriculum	 Content	course	syllabus;	study	
skills	may	be	integrated	into	
content	syllabus	

Curriculum	objectives	
coordinated	between	content	
and	language	staffs	
	
Treatment	of	general	
language	skills	in	addition	to	
content-specific	language	

Teacher	Training	 Content	teachers	need	
awareness	of	second	language	
development	

Language	and	content	
teachers	need	training	in	
curriculum	and	syllabus	
design	and	in	materials	
development.		
	
Training	should	focus	on	
curriculum	coordination	and	
team	teaching	

Administrative	issues	 Careful	selection	of	content	
instructor	

Support	and	remuneration	for	
extensive	coordination	and	
for	materials	and	curriculum	
design	

	
Excerpted	from	Brinton,	D.	M.,	Snow,	M.	A.,	&	Wesche,	M.	B.	(2004).	Content-based	Second	Language	
Instruction	(Michigan	Classics	Edition).	University	of	Michigan	Press.		21–22		
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D:		WRITING	&	LEARNING	CENTRE	(WLC)	SURVEY	ON	LANGUAGE	SKILLS	

What is your year of study?   
1 2 3 4 or more 

 
What is your first language?    What is your program of study?   
 
____________________________  ____________________________________ 
 
How many years have you studied in Canada (at all levels of education)? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 or 
more 

 
Do you feel that your work is affected by limitations in your English language skills?   
 

Yes    No 
 
Indicate your level of proficiency with each of the following skills: 
(1 = Not at all proficient, 2 = Somewhat proficient, 3 = Quite proficient, 4 = Very proficient) 
 
 1 

Not at all  
2 

Somewhat 
3 

Quite 
4 

Very 

Speaking about my own work in critique  □ □ □ □ 

Speaking about a classmate’s work in critique  □ □ □ □ 

Asking and/or answering questions in class □ □ □ □ 

Contributing to a class discussion □ □ □ □ 
Understanding readings   □ □ □ □ 

Understanding in-class discussions  □ □ □ □ 

Understanding my instructors when they 
provide information/feedback orally in the 
classroom 

□ □ □ □ 

Understanding written project/assignment 
instructions  

□ □ □ □ 

Writing about my studio work/practice  □ □ □ □ 
Writing essays □ □ □ □ 
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Optional Questions:   
 
What could your instructors do to support the development of your language skills in the 
classroom?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Is there anything else about language skills development at OCAD University that you’d like to tell 
us?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Writing & Learning Centre is conducting this survey to gather information about the experience of 
English Language Learners in classes at OCAD University. We will use this information to make 
recommendations about resources and programs for English Language Learners.  
	
The information in this survey is being collected under the authority of the Ontario College of Art & Design 

University Act, 2002, and will be used to inform the development of OCAD University programs and 

resources. If you have any questions about the collection, use and disclosure of this information, please 
contact Emilie Brancato, ELL Specialist (ebrancato@ocadu.ca).	 	


