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Abstract

Newcomers have reduced access to university in Canada and require support. In this study, we are
examining the way students are prepared to teach French, the second official language, in an action-oriented
language approach. The province of Ontario is aiming for bilingualism by 2054, so it was important to
investigate the adaptation to the CEFR, currently promoted in the local context. In this qualitative study,
we analysed curriculum guidelines and teaching journals, to identify what helped anchor knowledge
properly. We also looked at the development of communities of practice. Results show that time is given
to discuss difficulties encountered, and the most effective strategies for task completion. Students’
groupings around the same L1 were intended to facilitate comprehension and learning. Collaboration is
also advocated in mini-communities of practice. There is an openness to multi-languaging. Further
investigations are needed to ensure the adoption of these new measures province wide. If the CEFR has
brought about the development of new perspectives, the question of its proper implementation remains.
There is also the danger for teachers to revert to teaching ‘about’ the target language rather than actually
teaching the language. Overall, observed measures provided some positive results although there are still
hurdles to overcome.
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1. The Problem

Canada is a country with a very high influx of newcomers, necessary for its continued development.
This however also creates difficulties. According to Statistics Canada, newcomers have reduced access to
higher education (Labrie et al., 2009) although the Ontario Ministry of Education (2007; 2009; 2013) is
supporting them through a number of measures. The Ontario Ministry of Education and the Conference
Board of Canada, a group of researchers who inform both government and the public sector on new
directions for the country, have recently changed their perspective from valuing most the ability to work
independently to stressing the need for collaboration in education. No doubt, this comes as a push from
industry, as it has been shown that teams that work collaboratively often access greater resources,
recognition and rewards when facing competition for finite resources. This becomes even more important
in the context of globalization and even more so in countries with high levels of immigration like Canada.
So, it is necessary not to leave anyone behind especially with local attempts at enforcing equity, diversity,
inclusion, indigeneity and decolonization (EDIID).

This study investigated issues in teacher qualification courses for future teachers of French at
university in Ontario. Ontario aims to be bilingual by 2054. The Ministry of Education is increasing French
immersion programming everywhere. Yet language learners in these programs are seen as using language
fraught with mistakes. In the communicative approach, the focus is on language use, especially from the
action-oriented perspective. Measures have to be taken to improve the situation, by preparing teachers to
better understand the complexity involved (Larsen-Freeman, 2018). With this objective in mind, courses
were adapted and we report on a number of aspects involved in this study.

In a multicultural context all learners have had contacts with different languages, different contacts
with the outside world, with other agents, confronted by diverse situations, events and objects they had to
deal with, aware of their own body in given situational contexts as well as others. Through interaction, the
mini-communities of practice in language classrooms are evolving and so is language use. With language
use, we also change our thinking.

During group work we identify cohesion and diversion and in an effort for the coming together of
minds (Olson, 2003) and we regroup again. Norms are often unformulated as is the case in turn-taking, thus
for newcomers often only fragmented information is available. Cross-culturally this becomes an issue. It
works well among groups of people knowing one another well, as many aspects are known implicitly
(Bourdieu, 1980). One can observe social distance in some conversations, often with heavy ritualized
elements. Conversations indeed rely on small, usually focally unnoticed rituals and this is also transferred
to group work in classrooms.

In addition, in an effort to comprehend, we frame our representations in the mind with an effort to
reduce complexity (Luhmann, 1995). We adopt patterns, to conform with what seems right and fitting and
this applies to the use of different languages.

One further concern stems from teachers using in the classroom a second language with a more
limited mastery level and unfortunately, errors in language use are thus going to be perpetuated and other
communicative characteristics will take on a life of their own.
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2. Research Question

The question then becomes, about how to manage diversity and maintain quality which are two
contentious issues when also dealing with assessment, individual progress, and sharing resources,
especially in an action-oriented communicative language teaching approach. This can be achieved by
helping students with self-efficacy in terms of monitoring their own use of language; having them practice
strategies among themselves, which in turn they will be able to implement in their own classrooms;
facilitating a displacement through converting the strategies to increase metacognitive operationalization

and by finalizing effective practices.
3. The Purpose of the Study

This study was about uncovering ways of supporting all newcomers to give them the same chances
for success although often through different pathways. In light of a new provincial policy, aiming for
bilingualism for all in Ontario by 2054, steps presently taken in second language teaching needed
investigating. The implementation of CEFR evaluation grids and language and cultural passports required
examination for their adaptation to local context. In order to support newcomers, scaffolding had to be built
in and as well having them work with others to facilitate their adaptation and integration especially English
Language Learners (ELLs) (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013, 2014).

This meant that it was necessary to examine what it entails preparing future teachers in a Higher
Education teacher training program, including a humber of newcomers (ELLS), to learn about how to
implement collaboration, multilanguaging and other aspects in schools for their pupils while they are
learning about it themselves. This needed to be both based on theoretical tenets and practical applications.
Plus, at the same time there was a need to increase effectiveness including the diverse visions and the added

richness brought about by these newcomers in courses.
4. Methods

To uncover a lot of detail, a qualitative approach was chosen (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Ministry
guidelines were examined to identify types of support to provide newcomers as well as teachers classroom
journals entries for the same. The approach consists of a case study as one instructor’s course notes and
teaching journals were the object of data analysis at one university. Observational and procedural notes
from three different courses were examined. The students in these courses were all five or sixth year
university students having been accepted at a Faculty of Education for the professional preparation course
to become teachers of French. The notes examined were all on these courses exclusively. Although numbers
are not relevant here, this instructor had approximately 150 students overall.

To more closely scrutinize the data from observational note taking, we used Flanagan’s (1954)
critical incident technique to highlight the occurrences of situations of interest tied to the desired awareness-
raising and also examined notes on group work wherever relevant using interaction analysis (Gardner,

2019). The focus was on the help provided to enable students to anchor knowledge appropriately.
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The chosen theoretical framework was situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1990). Underlying
frameworks include tenets around affinity spaces (Gee, 2005), communities of practice (Wenger, 1998).

As per Ministry guidelines, course activities had been redesigned in line with more emphasis
required on collaboration during group work, rather than cooperation. Cooperation is opposite of standing
alone or competing, and constitutes one positive first step for inclusion, but collaboration is active
participation in a shared endeavor. Activities devised were usually of a three-tier action-oriented nature as
per CEFR and the action oriented approach (Council of Europe, 2001), requiring task completion and to be
taken to a higher level with active participation of all the members in collaboration. Collaborative tasks can
include expert group types of activities with rotations across document types for completion with the
objective of increased collaboration. Following are examples of two collaborative tasks carried out in class.
For instance, the objective was to complete a task based on Canadian geography in a French immersion
classroom with expert groups on the different provinces of the country, filling in all the information on a
map of the country, or a task on anatomy with an emphasis on language use, namely a collaborative
annotated body vocabulary task, including drawing pictures and contributing names and expressions in
writing where relevant. This would also involve collaborative problem-solving.

The instructor appeared to have been left with a number of questions regarding how to bridge the
gaps both theoretically and practically.

Students in the education program had learned about cooperative learning and because collaboration
is similar, they tended to conflate the two. It was important to understand that collaboration is a coordinated,
synchronous activity that is the result of a continued attempt to construct and maintain a shared conception
of a problem, whereas, analyzed, cooperation is accomplished by the division of labor among participants

as an activity where each person is responsible for solving a portion of the problem.
5. Findings

Results show a number of interesting aspects. Taking into account Ministry of Education guidelines
and especially the importance of developing activities to have pupils communicate in the classroom,
constitutes a challenge in itself. When, in addition, the future teachers who are newcomers to the country
and are from varied cultural and language backgrounds, more complexity was added, however the instructor
was mindful of diverse ways of being and doing, and designed a course for best practices.

In line with Ministry recommendations, the emphasis was on communication and included
interaction and mediation in the classroom as per CEFR guidelines. Therefore, it was deemed to be
appropriate to also apply these tenets in the teacher preparation course. The major findings uncovered from
the analysis of instructor journals were, facilitating interactions by giving more time which often entailed
groupings around L1, finding ways of mediating using different supporting languages through

multilanguaging, and around dealing with issues in collaboration.
5.1. Groupings along the same L1

Within plurilingual contexts classroom populations are varied and same L1 groups coming together

at certain times during the course was deemed to be very beneficial or when numbers did not make it not
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possible, groupings around close languages achieved a similar results with also enabling connections to
similar cultural backgrounds.

When difficulties arise, especially as is the case for newcomers, one automatically tends to revert to
one’s first language to alleviate some of the communicative burden. So, it made sense to organize groupings
at the time given for consolidation work, i.e. the discussion of difficulties and strategies that best worked
to complete a given task, around students’ first language. This way of doing is respectful of all aspects of
EDIID. Ladson-Billings (1995, 2014) believes in including students’ cultural references in all aspects of
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy. Recognizing a variety of languages and the cultural strengths attached to
them, encourages success and promotes open-mindedness (Gay & Kirkland, 2003). This was effectively
implemented in the teacher training courses under scrutiny. The Ontario Ministry of Education (2013)
advocates this approach, especially for newcomers also called English Language Learners (ELLS) stressing
the importance of learning within the context of culture, a student-centered curriculum, culturally mediated-
instruction, involving reshaping the curriculum.

In the Canadian multicultural context, the importance of celebrating cultural differences and
nurturing the unique cultural strengths in language and cultural difference is essential to encourage success
and promote an open mind and a supportive environment. This led to work through materials and also
ensuring that materials were sufficiently interesting and challenging to motivate diverse students and to
make everyone feel included and, in addition, allowing the use of a common language in order to simplify
discussion of difficulties and successful strategies to be used.

One activity described in the notes involved a progressive information gathering and sharing of
students’ cultural contexts, to raise awareness. First, students were asked to list 10 characteristics of their
culture and share them with the class. Next, groups were set-up with people who identified themselves for
shared cultural contexts to further discuss commonalities and differences. Links to be explored on cultural
awareness had been provided by the instructor ahead of class time for awareness-raising. Results of the
activities were reported and further discussion ensued. Finally, students filled in their cultural star, a graph
also sent to them ahead of class time, choosing five representative features for information gathering on
diverse cultures.

For this group activity, students tended to be more spontaneous and creative. It was easy to verify
and reinforce knowledge gained from prior to class reading assignments through the group activities. We
essentially uncovered the side involving the normative beliefs concept like in Ajzen’s (2002) intention
model referring to the students interiorized values as confirmed by their social models and referents.

The process was sometimes slow and went through explorations, and trial and error like acquiring
successful strategies through practice, in line with Dubar’s (1991) findings. This needs to be crafted very
carefully as one cannot monitor every group at all times.

Situational contexts showed differences in socio-economic status which could be problematic but it
also allowed showing cultural artefacts found online and sharing in the groups.

Following the activity, the grouping around the same L1 had been particularly successful to engage
in the discussion of difficulties with the task and sharing of successful strategies, as students also expanded

on the familiar and established connections with similarities in cultures different from theirs.
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There was a problematic situation for one group of students when meeting the first time as they did
not know one another. Fail proof steps as regards strategies, and more course materials would need to be
built-into such a teaching module. They also needed to be made comfortable with other class members,
while sharing their findings, so perhaps such a module should be postponed until later in the course after
some familiarity was established through prior interactions.

Identifying resources to make that cultural responsive component workable appeared more crucial
when keeping in mind group building. This would require tighter control to ensure home readings are done.
During the activities both theoretical and practical knowledge came into play. This should be measured for
balance as the students were more interested in the practical aspects.

Motivation has to be sustained throughout and the question of monitoring if students stay on task in

the class requires additional checking.
5.2. Multilanguaging

Language use is shifting thus it was important to delineate ways of adapting group turn-taking or
rotations in task completion. In doing so future teachers had to learn what multilanguaging entails and in
turn be able to find time for it during classroom activities. The activities required a fair amount of
complexity. As the most important aspect was the learning outcomes, it was felt that strictly imposing only
the L2, i.e. usage of the French language, could be limiting some of the students’ access to processing all
the information. The basic question examined was about how they developed as a learning organization
(Senge et al., 1994) in their ways of communicating.

Before the courses the instructor sought resources, built-in reinforcement stages to transpose the
activities involving rotations. The idea was to transpose an activity on vocabulary enrichment in second
language teaching. Basic drawings of body outlines on large sheets of paper were placed on different tables.
Groups of “specialists” of a part of the body were formed around divisions of the body, also divided in the
center into female and male sides moving from table to table, adding drawings and the corresponding
vocabulary...with the objective for each subsequent rotation to share knowledge, learning from others,
completing, annotating and correcting. The objective was to also add idioms and collocations connected to
the given topic for second language vocabulary development. For example, a group when working on the
topic ‘head’, would make notes around the word ‘the eyes’, not only adding description but also expressions
connected to a) physical, b) emotional and c) mental aspects, for example, ’eye twitching’, ‘crying your
eyes out’, ‘in the mind’s eye’, ‘an eye for an eye’. Students were allowed to access the different languages
they knew if they could glean relevant information through them. This was especially important for the
understanding of idioms and proverbs across languages.

This access to other languages increased motivation. Observational and procedural notes taken
during the processes yielded the following information. The sharing of information was the easiest aspect
to observe in the space. Some students found it difficult to give up control to others. Some were more quiet
as in the group setting they appeared more vulnerable. Because of such concerns, no grades should be
attached to such group activities with the ultimate goal being limited to task-completion. Multilanguaging
can be considered to be ‘messy’, it could either improve over time or be bound to fail depending on certain

factors which should be investigated further, namely dominant personalities and lack of interest. Some
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students were lacking self-regulation (Bandura, 1997) and tended to complain about inclusion although the
intent through multilanguaging was to make them all feel that they belonged.

Overall, great results were achieved through multilanguaging, although some tension was identified.
This, in turn, made the students take more notice, which, in fact, is desirable for learning. The present phase
could be compared positively to earlier examples of progressive exploration of community building,
starting from one language only group building, followed by multilanguaging group building (Lave &
Wenger, 1990; Wenger, 1998). One of the questions that needs to be explored further is whether with more
on-line interactions in the future, there would be sufficient community building or if Tony Bates’ claim
(2017), that on-line university teaching requires anchoring to the institution with an added plus, for
‘branding’ in the form of a few face-to-face meetings for on-line course participants, and in this case, we

recommend that multi-languaging should be a possible built-in feature.

5.3. Collaboration

Recently the perspective changed in education from valuing mostly the ability to work
independently to stressing the need to collaborate. This may come as a push from industry, as it has been
shown that teams that work collaboratively often access greater resources and achieve more recognition
and rewards when competing. Within the action-oriented approach this entailed collaborative problem
solving.

Collaboration requires awareness, motivation, self-synchronization, participation, mediation,
reciprocity, reflection and engagement, so the question of how to increase collaboration among student
participants required serious pondering. One theoretical issue was the fact that students often conflated
cooperation and collaboration in learning tasks. This misuse is acknowledged in the literature, and very
clear distinction are made. Collaboration enables individuals to work together to achieve a defined and
COMMON purpose.

To this end the instructor put emphasis on group activities to foster collaboration. The idea was to
develop mini-communities of practice (Lave, 1988; Lave & Wenger, 1990; Wenger, 1998). To engage
everyone at the whole class level the instructor devised chain activities, like for instance collaborative story
telling either using past or future tense in small groups.

To reinforce topics covered, in the design the instructor connected similar topics to help with
learning. For instance, setting-up activity centres around a central topic but involving various different
activities proved very successful. With five or six groups per class, each group prepared a seven minute
activity for their table involving a task completion, with a rotation from one activity centre to the next
during class time. Students devised activities around the use of conditional tense around discussions about
winning the lottery, their dream house etc.

An additional incentive to motivate the students was to devise a few games to break the rhythm
although they also involved serious content. For instance, students were to prepare questions on content to
be mastered, in preparation of a subsequent test with the class divided into teams. Not only did they have
to review the previous lessons but they also had to concentrate on the more difficult aspects as questions

could be asked on them. This was very successful at bringing the team members to collaborate.
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Great care was taken to avoid activities that were deemed to slow down learning, like for instance
word associations, as they did not provide communicative practice.

Out of classroom activities were encouraged, like for instance a treasure hunt where many messages
requiring reading comprehension involving more difficult language structures plus requiring an answer (for
instance using the subjective tense in French) were taped in different locations, with students given ‘a road

map’. The motivational aspect of this activity showed increased collaboration, which was discussed after

their return to class

6. Conclusion

Further investigations are needed to ensure the adoption of CEFR measures province wide. If the
CEFR has brought about the development of new perspectives, the question of its proper implementation
remains. There is also the danger for teachers to revert to teaching ‘about’ the target language rather than
actually teaching the language, both with the idea of L1 grouping and multilanguaging, as teacher might
find them to be easy solutions. Overall, though, measures taken as reported in the teaching journal provided
some positive results

Great ideas were generated although through some tension. The difficulty added to the tasks made
participants take more notice and it hopefully added to their learning, otherwise the tasks would have been
too easy to complete and not allowing for language development.

Ultimately, the students also learned that they needed to respect other people’s roles, thoughts and
contributions, which is important in both collaboration and cooperation.

They also learned that they needed to trust, which in fact is needed for both cooperation and
collaboration. During cooperation, each student’s participation is identifiable and instructors can grade each
student separately whereas the result of collaboration does not single out individuals, the final product is
evaluated. A lack of trust could have been the root cause making collaboration so difficult. Given the fact
that many of these students had a competitive streak, as they wanted to stand out on their own, this aspect
of their personality could also be harmful. This aspect will be difficult to mediate. There is no doubt that to
make the students embrace all aspects of EDIID will take time and effort.

The causes underlying this situation could be traditional institutional thinking, and could be
remedied by including people with different belief systems, different values, and from different walks of
life. We can be optimistic that inclusionary thinking will foster a true culture of collaboration.

Despite the fact that the instructor provided various materials for class preparation such as videos,
charts and tables, articles with theoretical and practical contents, classroom activities to become familiar
with, models and samples, some students did not fully engage in preparation. Although the idea was to
provide sufficient diversity to accommodate a variety of learner styles, it was obvious that unprepared
students also could not fully participate in class. Some students remained on the side lines. In the context
of situated learning, peripheral participation is legitimate. However, this does not allow collaboration to be
enacted.

True collaboration is hard and is not compromise or consensus. The added richness brought about

by newcomers is invaluable in the context of education. It is our hope that with more practice over time, all
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groups will be able to fully collaborate in these courses as this also is a requirement for teachers in the

school system in Ontario.
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