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All EAL professionals use some form of measurement to gauge their 
learners’ progress and to develop materials for teaching and as-
sessment. While the form of measurement may vary, the purpose is 
uniform – to identify which level a learner is at and to create materials 
aimed at that level. However, we must find ways to ensure the levels 
we identify are indeed accurate. How can we be sure?
 While there are many approaches to ensuring benchmarking 
accuracy, a tried and true tool used by many EAL professionals with 
Canadian Language Benchmarks (CLB), the national standard for 
settlement language providers, is a comparative framework. What 
do we mean by a comparative framework? Quite simply, we take the 
target level and compare it to the one before and the one after to 
note similarities and differences to make an accurate identification of 
the actual level of the learner or material. It is important to note that 
this method can be used with any benchmarks.
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Message from TESL NS President David Packer
Dear TESL Nova Scotia Members,
 
 I just finished reading Bill Bryson’s A Short 
History of Everything. I found that I could only read it in 
very short spurts, so it took me a few months to wade 
through it. Not only was it bursting with facts but it was 
overwhelming in its complexity; at least it was for this 
non-scientist, whose claim to “science fame” is playing 
euchre at the back desk of my Physics class – with the 
teacher! I persevered with A Short History, however, 
and am very glad I did. Did you know that, according 
to Bryson, we are here, not because we were destined 
to be the most intelligent creatures on this earth, but 
because of sheer unadulterated luck? And not just luck 
once, but luck a billion times over. We have so much 
bacteria in and on our bodies that does such unmen-
tionable stuff to our skin and our gut that it defies logic 
and squeamishness. These circumstances would make 
a great horror movie. While it seems that our “luck” 
may be running out due to our own stupidity and greed, 
as we devour oxygen producing forests, suffocate our 
oxygen producing oceans and reproduce like proverbial 
rabbits, the one unquenchable part of us is that we con-
tinue to have hope. For the life of me, some days I don’t 
know why. Nevertheless, if you try to count the number 
of times in a day that you have hopes, you might be 
surprised. I hope I hear the alarm. I hope I don’t hear 
the alarm. I hope there is enough milk for my coffee. I 
hope my bus does not leave me out in this rain too long. 
I hope, despite my frustrations, that I am nice to peo-
ple today. I hope I feel like I belong. Maybe that is what 
keeps us going. I hope so. 
 When I was a kid, I did some kid things, like sit 
and watch an ant colony for a while and then scuff it 
with my foot to see what happens. It is truly amazing. 
They all panic for about 30 seconds, scattering here and 
there; then, out of that chaos, a few start to head back 
to that crack in the sidewalk called home, each carrying 
a grain of sand. Within a minute, the ants have all re-or-
ganized and the house is efficiently put back in order. 
We are no different. Take our recent interactions with 
the Canada Revenue Agency. They scuffed their foot 

and said we no longer have charitable status and have 
to give them all our assets as a penalty for non-compli-
ance; that is, non-compliance related to paperwork not 
being submitted (some might say a rather first-world 
crime). Regardless, just like our ant cousins, with whom 
we share 33% genetic material, by the way (about half 
as much as we share with a mushroom), we scattered. 
We spent a little bit more than 30 seconds panicking, 
but things turned around because we knew that our 
organization – our home organization – was worth pull-
ing back together. With the guidance of your TESL NS 
board and the expertise of a lawyer and an accountant, 
we have put our house back in order. You may be at the 
May conference today reading this… proof of our resil-
ience and our resolve. You may already be making plans 
to attend the November conference and AGM, which 
we plan to be a joint venture with TESL New Brunswick. 
You may already be excited to be looking ahead to 
May 2020, when we are planning to have a spectacular 
Atlantic Canada Conference. Your belonging to TESL 
Nova Scotia is important to all of us. Membership has 
rebounded and, though we don’t have the reserves we 
once had, we are solvent. The one thing that I ask of 
you is to continue to see value in belonging to this or-
ganization, and if you are waning or wondering, come 
to one of your board members and tell us how you can 
help to make us stronger.  I hope you will do that.
 
Regards,
David
 
NB: I think that most of you know, but if you don’t, we 
did not have to give our assets to the Government of Can-
ada. Under the rules, we were able to choose a registered 
arms-length charity to whom to donate our assets. We 
were very pleased, on your behalf to donate a sizeable 
chunk of change to Halifax Refugee Clinic. Their repre-
sentative will be at the May conference in Wolfville to 
tell us more about her organization’s work and what our 
donation may support.
D.
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 In this article, we will focus our attention on 
developing materials best suited to the needs of our 
learners. To do so, first identify what the target level 
is. Once you do, carefully and thoroughly review it 
and the levels before and after it. As you go through 
this process, you will often find that some distinct but, 
more importantly, many 
rather subtle differences 
exist between the levels. 
 Practically speak-
ing, it is always best to 
have a physical or digital 
copy of the target level. 
The more physical-en-
gaging your comparative 
process, the more the 
differences will solidify in 
your mind. So, now that 
you have your document 
ready, turn to the level 
before your target level. 
 Notice at all 
points where the target level has changed. Highlight 
these changes on your paper or digital copy:

• Additional tasks
• Major task differences
• Subtle task differences
• New examples 

 What do these changes tell you? They tell you 
where you need to focus your attention with your 
learners. These are the tasks they need to complete 
to meet the requirements of this level and move up to 
the next level. Focus on these tasks and the scaffolding 
needed to help learners complete them.
 Also, review what stays the same. Although 
you don’t need to physically mark similarities (too 
many marks on your document can get confusing), 

make note of:
• Skills that are the same
• Examples that are the same

 What do these consistencies tell you? They tell 
you what learners already know, but need to refine. 
These are the tasks that learners can, with varying lev-
els of success and precision, complete but still require 
you, as their instructor, to provide additional guidance 
to do so more naturally and effectively.

 When you’ve complet-
ed this comparison, turn 
to the level after your 
target level. Follow the 
same process. Make note 
of new skills that leaners 
will focus on in the next 
level. Ensure these new 
tasks or new additions 
to tasks are not your 
lesson focus. These tasks 
and extra task layers are 
beyond the level of your 
learners. 
 Also note tasks that are 
the same. These tasks 

are ones that learners will continue to refine in the next 
level. This should help you feel confident that so long as 
learners are able to complete these tasks with mod-
erate success, they have achieved their current level. 
They will continue to refine and polish these skills when 
they move into the next level. In short, the skills that are 
repeated in the next level are ones that don’t have to be 
flawless to pass their current level.
 Let’s take a look at an example from the CLB. 
Look at the target level statement and the statements 
before and after it for the skill of writing.

• CLB 5: Write a paragraph to relate a familiar se-
quence of events, description of a person, object 
or routine.

• CLB 6: Write 1 or 2 connected paragraphs to 
relate a familiar sequence of events, a story, a 

Continued from page 1  

Benchmark Accuracy



detailed description, or a comparison of people, 
things, routines or simple procedures.

• CLB 7: Write 2 or 3 connected paragraphs to 
relate a familiar sequence of events, make a 
comparison, or provide a detailed description of 
a person, system, routine or procedure.

 Given the above statements and a CLB 6 target 
level, we would focus on:

• Developing 2 connected paragraphs
• Increasing the level of detail within those para-

graphs
• Adding the contexts of stories and procedures
• Creating effective comparisons

 Note that all of these skills will be repeated in 
the next level. Therefore, the goal is to help learners 
create and connect two paragraphs that contain suffi-
cient details and effective comparisons. We would need 
to limit writing to only two paragraphs and avoid writ-
ing about systems, as these two tasks will be added in 
the subsequent level. Everything we then do to practice 
writing for this competency within this benchmark is 
focused on these topics.
 Different benchmarks will have different com-
ponents. Identify the components in your benchmark 
and what you need to review and compare to ensure 
you have a good grasp of the similarities and differences 
between levels. If you have multiple skills or competen-
cy areas within each skill, review and compare one at a 
time. Focusing on too many at once can be overwhelm-
ing. 
 Before you finish, pause. Go get what you 
benchmark with. Look up your target level. Compare it 
to the one before it and after it. What similarities and 
differences do you notice? Did this comparative process 
open your eyes to details you hadn’t noticed before?
 This method is comprehensive and time-con-
suming; however, if you know where you’re going 
before you begin, you’re much more likely to reach your 
destination. Also, if you’ve already begun, noting any 
course corrections to be made and implementing them 
right away is much more effective than getting too far 
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in and realizing that you have to change a lot to meet 
your target level. In short, a comparative process is 
time well spent. Like planning for a trip, knowing how 
you’ll get there will ensure you reach your destination 
successfully. So, happy comparing! 

References
 CLB 5, 6, 7 statements taken from Canadian 
Language Benchmarks: English as a Second Language 
for Adults, ©Her Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada, 
represented by the Minister of Citizenship and Immi-
gration, 2012

_____________________

Sarah Sampara is a curriculum developer with ISANS. 
She has taught and developed curriculum at ISANS for 
over 14 years, both online and face-to-face.  

mailto:editor%40teslns.com?subject=
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    ELT Happenings
by Tony Rusinak (ESL Programs, Dalhousie)

4th Annual EAP Day 
at MSVU a Success!

Nicolle Bowes Cashen, Lisa Crowell, and Sarah Jacques, 
all TESL NS members at MSVU, have yet again delivered 
an amazing PD day for Academic English Teachers from 
around Nova Scotia. Topics included Learner Motivation, 
Digital Corpora Tools, Critical Thinking in the EAP Class-
room, Best Practices in EAP, Vocabulary Meets Pronunci-
ation, and EAP Course Grading Schemes. Looking for-
ward to the 5th, and thanks again to the MSVU crew.

South Shore ELT Meet-up

Thanks to TESL NS board member Tara Gros, ELT profes-
sionals on the South Shore had the chance to get togeth-
er for some hot drinks on a chilly Saturday morning. The 
meeting took place at Fancy Pants Cafe in Bridgewater 
and had a good turnout. Tara hopes to extend such meet-
ups to different corners of the province as well, including 
Truro and Cape Breton. Looking forward to more ELT 
events in rural Nova Scotia!

Halifax Activity Swap

Special thanks to board member Rachael Bethune for organizing a free event in March. The Activity Swap brought 
together members on a blustery Friday evening to talk shop and swap their greatest ELT hits. Be sure to stay tuned for 
the next one. 
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Building Bridges from Nova Scotia to New England

by Tony Rusinak

It all started back in 2017 in Seattle at the world’s larg-
est gathering in ESL, the TESOL Convention. TESL NS 
sent me off to this 10,000-person event to represent 
our organization. (Members of TESOL and TESL NS are 
encouraged to attend affiliates’ conferences; affiliate 
ELT organizations from around the world are encour-
aged to network, collaborate, and support each other.) 
At the convention, I learned about something called 
Tri-TESOL: a three-member conference that includes 
British Columbia (BCTEAL), Washington State (WAE-
SOL), and Oregon (ORTESOL). Every few years, they 
put together a very large popular conference. This gave 
me an idea: Why not have a “Tri-TESOL” on the East 
Coast?
 Amongst this backdrop, Beth Evans (pictured 
above) and I spoke about doing some sort of exchange 
on the East Coast. At the time, Beth was the president 
of NNE TESOL - Northern New England Teachers of En-
glish to Speakers of Other Languages. Fast forward to 
2018 and Stephanie Marcotte (pictured above) contin-
ued the conversation, resulting in plans to do a mutual 

exchange. 
 In November 2018, TESL Nova Scotia sent a 
three-member delegation to the NNE TESOL to repre-
sent our province. Chris Kelly, Charlene Richards, and 
myself rented a car and made the eleven-hour drive to 
Durham, New Hampshire. 
 The setting was idyllic at the University of New 
Hampshire for the 2018 NNETESOL convention. It’s 
a very modern, clean, well-planned campus, with the 
classic feel of a New England academic institution. 
Upon arrival the morning of the conference, it felt very 
much like a TESL NS event. Lots of ESLTs having coffee 
& muffins, mulling about with present and past col-
leagues. All in all, the size of the conference was about 
the same. 
 At the opening address, the president, Stepha-
nie Marcotte gave “The Canadian Delegation” a warm 
welcome and heralded the start of this new exchange. 
After attending some great sessions on everything 
from “Analogies of Rock Climbing and Learning En-
glish” to “Why Scratch Cards Work in ESL” we were set 

Post-conference pic. From left to right: Sarah Forbes (NNETESOL), Raichle Farrelly (TESOL Keynote Speaker), Beth Evans (NNE TESOL Past 

President), Tony Rusinak (TESL NS), Chris Kelly (TESL NS), Charlene Rockwell (TESL NS), Stephanie Marcotte (NNE TESOL Current President)
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to present. In a panel-style presentation, Chris, Char-
lene and I did our best to introduce what we thought 
of as relevant ideas, with a Canadian twist. Chris 
introduced the CAEL Test, Charlene - EAP in Canada, 
and myself, recent developments of credit-based EAP 
programs across Canada. The session went well with 
several NNETESOL members staying later to probe for 
details.
 Although the drive was long, it was worth it. 
Travelling through New England in the Fall is beautiful, 
and if you’re not in a rush, checking in on some of the 
sights and meeting some locals is time well spent. We 
are very excited to return the warm welcomes and col-
legial exchanges we had from NNETESOL. Be sure to 
join in welcoming the American Delegation to Halifax at 
this November’s conference. 
 If anyone is interested in joining our 
NNETESOL welcoming committee or in continuing on 
with our exchange, please contact me.

_____________________
Tony Rusinak is a TESL NS Communications Executive, a 
Dalhousie EAP Instructor, an IELTS Expert, and a Regis-
tered Canadian Immigration Consultant. 
(arusinak@dal.ca) 
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The Global Forum for EAP Professionals: 
Report from the BALEAP Conference 2019

by Jennifer MacDonald

Formerly known as the British Association of Lectur-
ers in English for Academic Purposes, BALEAP is the 
world-leading specialty association in all things EAP, 
from teaching and learning to scholarship and research. 
Now known as the Global Forum for EAP Professionals, 
BALEAP has members from around the world from 
Canada to China, including EAP instructors, research-
ers, managers, materials writers, and authors.  
 When it comes to English for Academic Pur-
poses (EAP), Canada has been influenced by both the 
UK and the US to build its own approach to the field. 
In many of the methodological approaches to teach-
ing academic English, and indeed the use of the term 
“EAP” itself, the influence of past and current UK-based 
EAP scholars and practitioners on the Canadian EAP 
world is strong. The biennial BALEAP Conference is 
therefore an ideal forum for professional development 
for Canadian EAP practitioners and a great opportunity 
to check in on the zeitgeist of trends and best practices 
in EAP globally.

 This year’s BALEAP conference, held in Leeds, 
UK, had approximately 450 attendees from around the 
globe and consisted of three days of keynotes, talks 
and workshops, as well as a commercial exhibition. The 
conference featured plenary addresses by Nigel Har-
wood (“Is Everything Rosy in the EAP Garden?: Points 
to Ponder from a Study of Proofreaders of Student 
Writing”) and Cynthia White (“EAP Practitioners Transi-
tioning to Scholarship: How Agency Matters”) as well as 
two plenary panels. The first panel focused on “The His-
tory of BALEAP” and featured several researchers who 
had been involved in BALEAP for the past decades, and 
the second, called “The Future of EAP,” was a panel 
of EAP practitioners from around the world. I had the 
pleasure of representing Canada on this panel.
 Several themes emerged from the plenary 
sessions, panels, and talks. The first was around EAP 
practitioner identity. For many who work in EAP in 
the university or college sector around the world, EAP 
practitioners and learners experience marginalization 
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in terms of status, program admin-
istration or funding, and working 
conditions. As an extension of that 
theme, the identity of EAP as an 
academic discipline was a point of 
discussion as well: despite having 
existed since 1972, with a strong 
tradition of scholarship communi-
cated via research journals, books, 
and academic conferences, there 
are those who do not confer on 
it the credibility of an academic 
discipline.
 Another major theme 
was the theme of scholarship 
and research in EAP. Especially for EAP practitioners, 
issues surrounding research—accessing literature, 
designing and carrying out classroom-focused research, 
and disseminating the results—came up in various 
presentations and conversations. Various systemic 
and structural factors, such as the fact that many EAP 
practitioners in many countries are on contracts which 
are teaching-focused with no mandate for research, 
resonated with the context of EAP in Nova Scotia. This 
issue also overlaps with the above-mentioned issue of 

__________________

“For many who work in EAP 
in the university or college 

sector around the world, EAP 
practitioners and learners 
experience marginalization 
in terms of status, program 
administration or funding, 
and working conditions.”

__________________

practitioner identity and credibility 
of EAP as a discipline. 
 Finally, technology in EAP and 
how it is changing the teaching 
and learning of academic English 
also came up in several sessions. 
Classroom educational technology 
is changing the way we teach and 
evaluate academic writing, online 
essay mills are changing the land-
scape of academic integrity, and 
artificial intelligence technologies 
loom on the horizon as a disruptive 
force in EAP. Continued develop-
ments in corpus-based research 

provide insights into disciplinary discourses and vocab-
ulary.
 Despite a variety of speakers and attendees 
from widely varying countries and educational con-
texts, the topics brought up at the BALEAP conference 
were of relevance for the EAP community in Nova 
Scotia. 

_____________________
Jennifer MacDonald is Head Teacher of ESL Programs at 
Dalhousie University.
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ELT Profile: Gail and Joe Crossman
Interviewers: Darlene MacInnis (ISANS) and Melissa Taylor (ESL Programs, Dalhousie)

What is your current job and where do you work? 
We are both English Language Instructors at The Lan-
guage Centre at SMU in Halifax. We have been teaching 
here since 1995 when we returned from South Korea 
where we taught for almost 7 years. At that time, teach-
ing in Korea was often fondly referred to as “Baptism 
by Fire.”  In spite of the “fire,” we knew that we loved 
teaching, so we proceeded to obtain our MAs in TESOL/
TEFL through the University of Birmingham in England. 

What is something you would like others to know 
about you?
We both genuinely love teaching English. Moreover, we 
believe that learning English can and should be fun, full 
of curiosity, questions, creativity, ups and downs, and 
so on. It’s all good.

What do you love about your job?
Helping people from around the world realize the abili-
ty and potential they have for improving their language 
skills is what we personally love and appreciate about 

this job. Students might remember little of the content 
of what you taught them, but they will remember how 
you made them feel. If you take it one step further, 
what can be bad if you focus on the “win-win” nature of 
a situation in which nurturing others and helping them 
feel good about learning, feels good? 

If you could change one thing about your job, what 
would it be?
If we could change one thing about our job it would be 
to be able to allow students, through a combination of 
assessing their needs and tapping into the experience 
of teachers, more freedom to empower themselves 
as well as to explore and experience life in a native 
speaking country outside of the classroom. Learning 
in authentic situations is a huge benefit that we would 
benefit from recognizing and utilizing.

Describe a wonderful teaching moment you have 
had. 
There are innumerable teaching experiences that 
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are incredibly memorable which makes it difficult to 
choose just one. However, we have both spent time 
with students who have come to us with zero confi-
dence. One such student recently admitted this and 
went on to say that through his interactions with us and 
our colleagues (way to go folks!), he had learned more 
than just language. Much to his surprise he felt inspired 
and had learned to believe in himself and to understand 
that there were endless possibilities and opportunities 
in life that other educators, in his experience, had not 
illuminated. 

In your experience, how has the teaching profession 
changed?
Language teaching, like many things, is constantly 
evolving. The ideas of the Communicative Approach are 
still dominant, but with an increased focus on the ben-
efits of authentic material, collocations, chunks of lan-
guage, learners’ needs and, of course, the ever-chang-
ing advances of technology and classroom flipping.

What is a lesson you have learned from a student?
Every day we see great courage in our students be-
cause of what they are trying to do and how hard they 
work. Leaving their homes, families, friends, and cul-
tures to come all the way to another country to study 
is a huge challenge that most people in the world can 
not do. They are willing to be vulnerable and accept this 
new challenge for their futures. It is an incredibly brave 
thing that they do, because they know that on the 
other side of fear is everything they want in life. Seeing 
them do that inspires us to keep trying every day to do 
our best to help them.

How do you like to be recognized by your peers and 
employer?
We both agree that language teachers in general genu-
inely want to be recognized and respected as valuable 
professionals with education, experience, and a desire 
to do our best in collaboration with our peers and em-
ployers.

How long have you been a TESL NS member?
We have been members of TESL NS on and off for the 
past several years. 

Is there a motto you live by?
Make everybody feel like a somebody because they 
are!

Saturday, May 25
Acadia University

2019 
Spring Conference

Conference Theme: 
“Engaging Language, 
Engaging Culture”

For details and registration, go to 
http://teslns.com


