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“

... [English language learners] come from every country and every circumstance.
They bring with them a valuable world perspective needed by all students to operate
successfully in a global community. Their parents come with the hopes that their
children will achieve what they could not have achieved elsewhere.

”

Supporting English Language Learners:
A practical guide for Ontario educators, Grades 1 to 8 (2008, p. 17)

The Ontario Vision for
English Language Learners

been able to say good-bye to family and friends. Many
are mentally and emotionally unprepared for the
changes that lie ahead. The experience is particularly
difficult for children and youth who are coping with
their parents’ trauma and upheaval in addition to
their own.

Ontario’s policy for English language learners,
released in 2007, identifies the academic and social
integration of students with limited literacy skills
as a key priority. In 2013, the Ministry of Education
released a vision statement building on this policy
and highlighting learning conditions essential for
success. The vision states that English language
learners come with many assets and skills.
They will:
• learn English at the same time as they are learning
the content of the Ontario curriculum
• see themselves in the learning environment
• feel that their culture and language are valued
• have confidence to express their opinions and
know they have a voice
• meet high expectations when they are involved
in setting goals
• have opportunities to choose pathways that
honour their strengths and interests.

Dr. Jean Clinton (2015) emphasizes that in order to
provide the support necessary for newcomers to
feel valued and develop a sense of belonging in our
schools, we need to become “trauma informed.” Jan
Stewart (2011) elaborates that classroom educators
need to become aware of three transitional periods
that can impact on student learning outcomes:
• pre-migration: their life experience in their place
of birth
• trans-migration: their life experience in the time
between leaving their home community and their
immigration to Canada
• post-migration: their life experience as they adjust
and integrate into their new school and community.
All three periods impact on the adjustment of
students to their new situation, their learning and
their integration into the new community.

English Language Learners in Ontario Schools
An English language learner (ELL) is a student. His or her first language is a language other than
English or a variety of English that is significantly different from the English used for instruction
in Ontario schools.
English as a Second Language (ESL) is a program for English language learners who have had
educational opportunities to develop age-appropriate first-language literacy skills. ESL programs
are for students in Kindergarten to Grade 12.
English Literacy Development (ELD) is a program for English language learners who have had limited
opportunities to develop language and literacy skills in their first language. Students in ELD programs
are most often from countries where their access to education has been inconsistent, disrupted or
even completely unavailable during their childhood and adolescence. As a result, they arrive in Ontario
schools with significant gaps in their education. ELD programs are for students in Grades 3 to 12.
Excerpted from the monograph, English Literacy Development
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A Framework for Responsive Practice
Each of the learning conditions identified in the Ontario vision for English language learners needs to become a
focus of attention for all educators as we seek to develop a whole-school approach for supporting the successful
integration of students with refugee backgrounds.

Focus for Responsive Practice # 1

Tips for Practice
• Assess your students’ level of proficiency in
English and plan next steps using “Steps to
English Proficiency” (STEP).

How can we ensure that students are developing
academic English hand in hand with learning the
curriculum?
As stated by Cummins and Early (2015), “language is
infused in all curricular content, and we are missing
significant opportunities to accelerate students’
progress if we don’t reinforce students’ grasp of
academic language as they learn subject-matter
content” (p. 11). Students who have had limited prior
schooling or large gaps in their education will require
intensive, direct instruction with a focus on literacy
development and literacy skills. Although educators
recognize the importance of language in any classroom, the challenge is to specifically plan for language instruction across the curriculum. Classroom
educators together with ESL/ELD support staff
should spend time uncovering the language demands in content area learning: “We do not
first ‘learn’ language and then later ‘use’ it. English
language learners do not in any case have the time
to study English as a ‘subject’ before they use it to
learn other things: they must begin to use it as a
medium for learning as soon as they enter school,
simultaneously developing academic English hand
in hand with curriculum” (Gibbons, 2015, p.18).

•

Determine where each student’s strengths
and challenges lie in oral, reading and writing
competencies to inform programming using
“Observable Language and Literacy Behaviour
Continua” (OLLB).

•

Consider the language demands when lesson
planning and set a language goal for each lesson.
For example, if you are teaching a mathematics
lesson, plan to teach the vocabulary and
language structures that the students will
require in order for them to be successful.

•

Focus on the “Big Ideas” and identify the key concepts the student needs to know. Spend more time
on general academic and context-defined words.

•

Focus on the students’ backgrounds as springboards for all areas of study and connect the
learning to their experiences. For example, if
you are studying landforms, connect to student
experience by talking about geographic features
of their homeland. Invite students to share
their own experiences in their own language
with the creation of dual-language or identity
texts. These texts, whether written, spoken or
multimodal “hold a mirror up to the student in
which his or her identity is reflected back in a
positive light” (Cummins, 2006).

•

If you have same-language speakers in the
classroom, ask for their support in explaining key

Learn more about Ontario programming
for students with limited prior schooling
Supporting an English Literacy Development
Program – A six- part video series
Supporting English Language Learners with
Limited Prior Schooling – A practical guide
for Ontario educators, Grades 3 to 12
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concepts and instructions. Group and pair students
in order to support first- language discussions.
•

Decrease whole-group time; increase small-group
instruction.

•

Use visuals – visual schedules, word banks with
diagrams or pictures, picture books, photographs
of landforms, illustrated science vocabulary,
historical photographs, etc. If you have a
Smart Board, tablets or computers in the room,
you may wish to leave them open to a web browser
so that you can put images up quickly if needed.

Many everyday classroom activities and assignments
can be adapted – and enriched – by allowing students
to approach them using more than one language.
Inviting students to use their first language as well
as English enables them to draw on their strengths,
including their existing academic, linguistic and
cultural knowledge.
Tips for Practice
• Determine your students’ learning skills and
their familiarity with school routines, and where
they need explicit support, using the ministry’s
“Orientation to School Life in Ontario
Continuum.”

Focus for Responsive Practice # 2
How can we ensure that students see themselves
in the learning environment?
All students, but particularly refugee students, need
to see themselves in the learning environment – they
need to feel that they are welcomed and have a place
in the life of the school. The learning environment
does not begin at the classroom door.
For newcomers, their first interaction is often with
the administration or support staff. In order to
facilitate a smooth entrance to the school, staff
might consider learning greetings in the home
language of newcomers, posting signs in dual or
multi-languages throughout the school to designate
common spaces such as washrooms, library,
gymnasium and if possible providing translations
of newsletters and other key communications so
that parents can successfully support their children
and communicate with staff.

•

Pair incoming students with a buddy who will
introduce them to others, guide them and
explain or model routines. A same language
speaker is ideal.

•

Identify and remove barriers to enable parents
to become involved with the school. If language
is a barrier, interpreted videos might be used to
support parent engagement.

•

Invite parents in for an orientation to the school.
Once you have an understanding of your
newcomer families, plan targeted sessions to help
them understand the school system and their
partnership in the education of their children.

Focus for Responsive Practice # 3
How can we encourage students to invest “their
identities in learning”?
Making opportunities to listen and learn the
“story” of the student’s life enables educators
to plan meaningful tasks that are culturally
responsive and build on the student’s prior
experiences. Successful teachers of newcomer
students describe continually building upon their
students’ experiences to introduce new academic
concepts. These teachers do not view students
from a “deficit” position; they approach them as

Invite students to share their
own experiences in their own
language in identity texts ...
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•

bringing knowledge and life experience to the
learning context (Dooley, 2009).
By promoting first language use at home and in
the classroom, we both enable newcomer students
to engage in tasks that involve thinking and
problem-solving and demonstrate our recognition
of the value they bring to school as bilingual and
sometimes multilingual speakers. Further, we help
create a classroom environment where students
feel valued for who they are and what they have
to offer.

Focus for Responsive Practice # 4
How can we ensure that newcomer students acquire
the confidence they need to express their opinions?
Refugee students often face a barrage of educational
demands that can be overwhelming and erode
confidence in the ability to achieve academic
success. They are developing foundational literacy
skills, learning the curriculum, navigating the
routines and culture of the school while also learning a new language. According to Stewart (2011),
many refugee students do not readily seek assistance
from a counsellor, psychologist or social worker;
they prefer to confide in a teacher that they trust.
Jean Clinton reminds us that “every kid needs at
least one person whose eyes light up when they
walk in the door.”

Tips for Practice
•

Give students lots of time to adapt and develop
their habits for school. Use “Orientation to School
Life in Ontario” to help students with limited
prior schooling develop learning skills. Recognize
their strengths as they emerge and make sure
they know that you value them for who they are.
Celebrate small successes and foster resilience.

•

Learn as much as you can about your students.
If there is someone in the school community from
the same region as your refugee student, arrange
a meeting. There is a huge variation in the quality
of camps and differences in communities and it
will help to know about the daily life these
students and their families have experienced
(Stewart, 2011).

Choose materials that will engage students. Link
learning to their personal stories and experiences.
Create a safe environment so that a student feels
their story is valued and important.

Assadi (2014) writes, “the ability to maintain and thrive
in one’s native language in the midst of foreignness
is a key element in the success of refugee youth in
the educational setting … encouraging children
to develop their identity and sense of agency both
serves the national self-interest and respects the
right of the child” (p. 171).
Educators should recognize that students will need
to express themselves in a variety of ways while they
are in the process of developing their English proficiency. They should also be provided opportunities to
become actively involved in the school community.
Participation in activities or courses such as technological studies, music, visual arts or sports provides
opportunities for students to demonstrate their
strengths and express their feelings – and learn
and work with those who have similar interests
and experiences and those who don’t.

... many refugee students
do not readily seek assistance
from a counsellor, psychologist
or social worker; they prefer
to confide in a teacher that
they trust.
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Tips for Practice
• Listen carefully to students and their families
to understand their questions, concerns, confusions and impressions regarding the school. Be
prepared that not all feedback will be positive
and be open to reflecting on what might need
to be changed.
•

that they can achieve before they will risk trying,
and young people are astute at sensing whether
their teachers believe they can succeed.
Responsive educators plan challenging tasks
that provide high cognitive demands by building
on English language learners’ prior experience
and strengths.

Watch your students and learn from their
behaviour. Many Canadian instructional methods
and approaches will be unknown to them and
school activities that are routine for many students
may be a mystery to them.

•

Set aside time to meet with other staff in order
to reflect, plan and guide continuous learning
and student success. Alternatively, investigate
how technology can play a role in supporting
communication.

•

Consider a space in the school to give students
a safe place to hang out, use their language with
peers or obtain help with homework.

Tips for Practice
• Anticipate that teaching and learning can be
different for English language learners with limited
prior schooling as they require modeling and lots
of repetition. Material needs to be presented in
a meaningful context and tasks need to be both
relevant and cognitively demanding. If not,
academic learning can become frustrating,
leaving students feeling disconnected and
overwhelmed. Therefore, connecting students’
prior experiences to new learning is a necessity.
•

Focus for Responsive Practice # 5
How can we translate beliefs about holding high
expectations for all students into instructional
practice?
In high challenge/high support classrooms, equity
gaps diminish and all learners, regardless of background, achieve at higher levels (Gibbons 2008;
Hammond 2008; Walqui 2007). This means that
rather than simplifying the task, we should reflect
on the nature of scaffolding that is being provided
for learners to carry out that task. It is the nature
of the support – support that is responsive to the
particular demands made on students learning
through the medium of a new language – that is
critical for success (Gibbons, 2015).

Collaborate with other staff as part of your
planning for student success. This may mean
collaboration between the ESL/ELD and content
area/homeroom teachers in secondary or the
collaboration between the classroom and
ESL/ELD teacher or other support staff in
elementary. This collaborative group will then
be able to jointly determine where students are
on the STEP continua, their strengths and the
instructional strategies that may be required in
different subject areas and classroom contexts.

In high challenge/high
support classrooms, equity
gaps diminish and all learners,
regardless of background,
achieve at higher levels

Both high and low expectations can create
self-fulfilling prophecies. Students must believe
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Focus for Responsive Practice # 6

opportunities for future learning and career pathways. Secondary students who have gaps in their
formal education will require ongoing assessment,
thoughtful programming decisions and individual
support so that they can graduate from secondary
school and follow the pathway of their choice.

What can we do to help students realize their hopes
and aspirations?
Refugee families arrive in Ontario with hopes and
aspirations for a better future. In many cases, their
lives have been turned upside down, family members
have been left behind, property and livelihoods have
disappeared. Refugee students are under tremendous
pressure to achieve in their new communities. They
aspire to higher education because they view educational credentials as providing them with successful
entry into the Canadian labour market and financial
stability. However, despite high aspirations, refugees
face considerable challenges in completing postsecondary studies (Ferede, 2014). Indeed, many are working
to support the family as well as attending school.

Tips for Practice
• Create responsive timetables for English language
learners as an important first step in ensuring
success in school.
•

Plan strategies and programs that will accelerate
learning for English language learners with
limited schooling so that they will be able
to graduate from secondary school within
a reasonable period of time.

• Provide every opportunity for students who
are planning for postsecondary education to
follow their chosen pathway.

Educators should make every effort to get to know
their students so that they can make suggestions
about specific programs and courses as well as
co-curricular activities and additional community
involvement, based on strengths, aspirations and
experiences. Further, they should recognize newcomers
are often not aware of the many career paths that
are open to them. Guidance counsellors and others
who work with English language learners should
make every effort to inform them of many and varied

•

Consider providing opportunities for work
experience and authentic language learning.
For example, one Ontario high school has
established a co-op program for English language
learners with limited prior schooling.

Some Helpful Resources
School Mental Health Assist
This is a provincial team designed to help Ontario
school boards build capacity to support mental
health and well-being.
http://smh-assist.ca/

UN Refugee Agency Canada
http://www.unhcr.ca/how-you-can-help/teachers/
Government of Alberta
http://teachingrefugees.com/

Settlement Services Ontario
http://settlement.org/
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Engage in
professional learning
to understand the
impact of traumatic
experiences on
student well-being.

Adopt a growth
mindset.

Work with community
and local agencies to
develop protocols for
supporting refugee families
and their children based
on ministry policy.

Work together, with
ESL/ELD educators,
classroom educators and
school support staff, to
provide assessment
and programming
that scaffolds support
for newcomers.

Supporting
Refugee Students
and Their Families

Create learning conditions
and develop teaching
strategies that recognize
the strengths and
support the needs of
newcomer students.

Develop a
reception plan.

Access current
resources to
build capacity
and inform
practice.

Create an inclusive,
equitable, safe learning
environment.

Once the relationship of trust is established,
then the learning can begin.
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