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4. ELP TOEEKSH

In the English Language Program at J. F. Oberlin University, students are divided into
three levels of proficiency ranging from false beginner to advanced. When faculty were
asked at the FD session to give a concrete description of what a ‘C’ grade student could do
linguistically, it was decided that an average student across the whole cohort would have to
be considered, rather than one for each level. Most teachers were familiar with the CEFR
principles, if not the details, and it was fairly easy to come up with a description of a
‘C-grade Sakura-san’ the average English-as-a-foreign language student.

First, with the more measurable features of language, she scores about 410 on the TOEIC
test, reads several graded readers with headwords of about 500 and can write basic essays of
four to five paragraphs on familiar topics using basic conjunctions and transition with an
average sentence length of between ten and twelve words. The student’s writing shows good
control of basic grammar structures, but more complex, multi-clause sentences result in errors.
She can take part in short, routine conversations on day-to-day topics such as family, interests
and travel. Short sentences are mainly employed, with some evidence of connected discourse,
such as ordering adverbs to help with narrative. With preparation, Sakura could hold discussions
of between five and ten minutes with only a little difficulty. As for listening, it would be fair
to say that it was harder to describe Sakura-san’s abilities, but as language in the classroom is
in English, she can understand classroom instruction, while at the same time being able to

follow talk relating to what has been studied in class as well as that related to her life. Sakura
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also understood how to listen for gist and detail to help support her listening.

A Of course, instructors’ goals are to
help ‘average’ students achieve
higher levels of competency, and
with this in mind, faculty worked on
how to turn ‘average’ Sakura-san into
an ‘A-grade’ Sakura-san. Some of the
abilities of this iteration of Sakura-
san would be the ability to write on
more abstract concepts, to function
in casual and more academic
registers, to achieve a score in the high 500s on TOEIC: basically, to move from a low B1 on
the CEFR scale to a B2 band. This would not be the ‘best’ student but a reasonable goal for a
student starting from the average and wanting to improve their English and, therefore,
committed to studying English.

In discussing how to achieve an increase in proficiency, it became clear that the main
focus should be on faculty to provide a clear framework of study and instruction while
encouraging Sakura-san to take responsibility for her own learning. The process was divided
into three steps: starting out from the average, developing into a ‘good’ student, before finally
pushing on to achieve the ‘A’ grade level. It should be made clear at this point that the talk of
an A grade was as an abstract concept indicating the abilities described above rather than an
actual assessment marker.

During the initial stage it was felt that clear, achievable goals should be set to provide
steps along the path to the desired higher level. Initially, these tasks should be clear and
concrete. The tasks should be supported by requiring homework from the students alongside
the teaching of study habits and by introducing the idea of autonomy and agency. From the
faculty side it was mentioned that initial student profiles could help tailor tutorials for
students on these study skills and learning strategies. It would also be critical to provide
timely, clear feedback as students complete their tasks. Moving through the second stage to
the final stage, students should be give more chance to negotiate the curriculum, to have a
stake in their learning. This could be achieved by task selection being given to students, and
the introduction of more critical thinking skills to encourage reflection.

The teaching of these meta-cognitive skills would not, however, be effective unless there
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was wide support across departments for the approach. Therefore, it was argued that the
department’s curricula should all be aligned with these underlying goals, so there would be
cross-fertilisation across different programs. Underpinning the whole process, from clear
goals, encouraging good learning skills, to autonomous learning, was the recognition that
faculty themselves should provide the best experience for the students that they could by
developing their own teaching methodology and knowledge of their subjects. In a sense the
discussion revolving around how to take ‘C’ Sakura and show her how to become ‘A’ Sakura,

was a reminder that as teachers we shouldn't be satisfied with being a ‘C’ teacher either.
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