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Professional Development: A Critical Nexus
Happy 2021, Colleagues!
As we begin to materialize our resolutions for 2021 and see the light at the end of the tunnel, we must
not forget the lessons we started to learn back in 2020! It was, indeed, the year that tested human
perseverance and challenged science, the year that characterized necessity as the “mother of
invention”, the year that spread sorrow but also provided opportunities to re-imagine the future and
the year that proved we – the faculty at the School of ESL – are true learners. In fact, the year also
helped us move closer to our Vision 2030 & Strategy 2022 despite some cascading setbacks posed by
the raging pandemic, social upheavals and natural disasters in Canada and around the world. At times,
when we reflect, we may find that we may have fallen, but as a strong community with a shared
commitment to putting student success and health first at the School of ESL, we will also find that we
have learned to rise to the occasion again! Adversity has, in fact, tapped into our ability to engage in
critical dialogues and embrace the change in order to empower our students at the School of ESL.
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Demonstrating our shared commitment to support student success, this anniversary issue shares with
our readers professional engagement that warrants our critical thinking and reflection, as we engage in
carrying out our responsibility whether it be associated with our helping our program flourish, our
giving back to the community or our developing resources for classroom use. Therefore, this issue
features an interview with Sharmaine Itwaru, who is keen on developing her teaching practices through
her teaching and research as well as her professional development opportunities that she continues to
engage in both in and outside the School of ESL. As a very thoughtful, inspirational ELT professional,
Nicola Carozza shares with our readers the opportunities he has engaged in over the years in Canada,
taking on dynamic leadership roles and inspiring us with his contribution to our ELT community. In
addition, as part of his professional development, Jeff Brown shares with us through his publication on
the use of TED talks in ELT classrooms the importance of going beyond helping our learners develop
language skills in order to include critical literacy in our instructions. His ideas on developing critical
literacy among learners as social agents through TED talks is of paramount value at this critical time.
As we move closer to the light at the end of the tunnel to envision our students’ bright future in this
year of hope and aspiration, we again remind ourselves that we are all together in this journey, which
continues to help us stay collaborative, inclusive and critical throughout the pandemic. As the African
proverb - “If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together” - suggests, we have
chosen to ceaselessly go far in the process of supporting our students in their academic pursuits
together through various professional development opportunities. We are committed to remaining
critical and helping create and fuel a new outlook on our teaching and learning approaches at the
School of ESL under extraordinary circumstances never experienced before! Therefore, thank you!
We invite you to engage with us in our sharing the news with colleagues in the field.
Thank you for your continued co-operation!
Raj Khatri
Co-Chair, SoTL-ESL
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Faculty Highlights
We are pleased to congratulate the following members at the School of ESL on their important contributions to
our SoTL-ESL community:
Publications

Special Thanks
Members of the
SoTL-ESL News are
grateful to
healthcare and
essential workers for
their continued
heroic efforts at this
unprecedented time!

Brown, Jeff (2020, November). TED talks and critical literacy in the EAP classroom. English Language Teachers’
Association Serbia Newsletter, 14(2), 9-16. https://elta.org.rs/2020/11/04/elta-serbia-newsletternovember-2020/
Conference Presentations
Bartosik, Anna (2021, March 26). Teacher development on Twitter: What social network analysis tells us
[Pre-recorded Virtual Session]. TESOL 2021 International Convention & English Language Expo,
Alexandria, VA.
Mobayen, Afrouz (2021, January 22). How am I moving towards the inclusion of individuals with non-visible
differences? [Online Presentation]. McGill School of Continuing Studies Conference on Action Research
in Teaching, McGill University, Montreal, QC.
Morrison, Ryan (2021, April 9). Exploring the impacts of text generating technologies on academic integrity.
[Online Presentation]. University of Calgary, Calgary, AB.

Invitation to
Review for
TESL-EJ:
Acting as a reviewer
for a peer-reviewed
journal is a great way
to get more involved
in scholarship in the
field as well as a
wonderful
professional
development
opportunity.

TESL-EJ is a peer-

reviewed journal
(indexed in Scopus)
that publishes
original research
articles on a broad
range of topics in
TESL and Applied
Linguistics.
If you are interested
in becoming a
reviewer for the
journal, or if you
have any questions
about this
opportunity, please
contact Jeff Brown,
Co-Editor, TESL-EJ
at jeffrey.brown2@ge
orgebrown.ca.

Faculty Insight
TED Talks and Critical Literacy

By Jeff Brown, PhD

A few years ago, I published an article on using TED talks in an EAP curriculum. Recently, the English
Language Teachers’ Association (ELTA) requested permission to re-publish it. It’s edifying that they consider
the piece to still be relevant (I know I do, but of course I’m biased), so I happily granted permission. I’m
pleased to give a brief overview of the article for this edition of the SoTL-ESL Newsletter at the School of ESL.
The idea for the article occurred to me when I was teaching an advanced EAP course that used TED talks
exclusively as the course ‘text’. The use of TED talks in both language courses and general post-secondary
courses is near-ubiquitous, but students often have little awareness of what TED as a resource is. I recall at
one point asking my students where TED talks came from, and one answered: “from the Youtube”. But it’s
not just students. Teachers, for their part, tend to rely on TED talks reflexively, without subjecting the choice
of this resource to any great analysis. Rather than think of this a failing of some sort, I think of it as a missed
opportunity.
Continued on page 6

Learn & Share Corner

Journals and Newsletters

Check out these journals and newsletters for the latest developments in the field.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

The Canadian Journal for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning
The Electronic Journal for English as a Second Language
TESL Canada Journal
TESL Ontario CONTACT
TESOL Connections
Upcoming Conferences and Workshops

a.
b.

AAAL 2021 Virtual Conference (March 20-23, 2021)
TESOL 2021 International Convention & English Language Expo (March 23-26, 2021)

a.
b.
c.

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) Canada
International Society for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (ISSoTL)
Society for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education (STLHE)

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning
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Interview with Dr. Sharmaine Itwaru
Dr. Sharmaine Itwaru is currently a professor at George Brown College’s School of ESL. She completed her master’s and
doctorate degrees in Education from the University of Toronto and the University of Calgary respectively. For over
twenty years, she has dedicated much of her professional career to teaching in the English for Academic Purposes
program as well as mentoring pre-service instructors through teacher education training programs. In her capacity as
professor, she has also held leadership positions, including Coordinator of GBC’s TESL and EAP programs, and has
supported faculty members in their professional development. Sharmaine is research active (currently working on
publishing academic articles on the teaching and learning nexus in EAP) and is a member of George Brown College’s
SoTL-ESL Committee.

“The teachinglearning nexus
is inexplicably
tied. There’s
no use
teaching if
student
learning is not
at the core of
what we do.”

“Elemental to
our
development
as instructors,
we need to
look for
opportunities
to expand our
existing
knowledge
base and
practice. This
comes in many
forms, but the
specific type of
PD sought
after is
subjective
depending
upon the
instructor’s
need.”

Thank you for joining us today for sharing your insight through our SoTL-ESL Newsletter. Could
you please briefly tell us about your professional background in the EAP/ESL field?
I’ve been in the ESL/EAP field for over twenty years. The span of my career has included teaching and
coordinating TESL programs in tandem with teaching ESL/EAP. I started my career in a settlement ESL
program which led me to becoming an EAP instructor at the College level. I also taught overseas briefly in
Mexico, where I taught English for Specific Purposes classes to hospitality workers. Within my role here at GBC,
I have been fortunate to have held roles in academic coordinating which has included curriculum and program
development.
As I have learned, one of the areas of your interest is teacher education. Would you briefly tell us
about this particular interest and how it has influenced your EAP or ESL teaching in the process of
supporting our students in their academic endeavours at the School of ESL?
The teaching-learning nexus is inexplicably tied. There’s no use teaching if
student learning is not at the core of what we do. This has been a guiding
principle that led me on a path to teacher education early on in my career.
Although my teaching experience is lengthy, training student teachers has
allowed me to not only continually critique my own practice but also further
widen my TESL/ESL knowledge base. This currency in my practice, I believe,
positively impacts my students. Right now, for the first time, I am mentoring
a student teacher in our online context. This has given me pause to
reconceptualize my pedagogical approaches with respect to enhanced
student learning and engagement.
In addition to your teaching EAP full-time as a faculty member at
the School of ESL, you continue to professionally engage at the
same time in and outside of GBC. Could you share your insights
into how we, faculty members at the School of ESL, can continue to
engage in professional development opportunities and stay current
in the field while supporting student success at the same time?
I think currency in one’s field is essential. Elemental to our development as instructors, we need to look for
opportunities to expand our existing knowledge base and practice. This comes in many forms, but the specific
type of PD sought after is subjective depending upon the instructor’s need. While workshops and courses are
great for an increase in knowledge, I truly believe taking on positions in additional institutions allows for the
most growth. This of course has its limitations with respect to a work-life balance, but in my experience, work
that I have done outside of GBC has informed my practice tremendously. For example, my experience teaching
in Brock University’s Bachelor of Education program in Adult Education has given me a greater breadth and
depth in online teaching and material development.
As member of the SoTL-ESL Committee at the School of ESL, you are leading Research in ELT –
one of the three pillars of SoTL-ESL. Would you briefly tell us about your role and how you plan to
engage in research at the School of ESL?
As you know, teaching full-time and writing research papers is a challenge. I continue to write when I have the
opportunity and hope to publish an article soon. However, I have been actively presenting—most recently at
Continued on page 4
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What does the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning at the
School of ESL (SoTL-ESL) mean?
The Scholarship of Teaching and Learning at the School of ESL (SoTL-ESL) was launched on November 4, 2019 at George
Brown College’s School of ESL in order to enhance student learning through scholarly works among faculty members
teaching English for academic purposes (EAP). Honouring the core values of SoTL and the nature of English language
teaching and learning at the School of ESL, SoTL-ESL is defined at the School of ESL as the systematic study of teaching and
learning in the English language teaching (ELT) field (Research in ELT) that involves the public sharing of the study findings
and promotes scholarship among ELT teachers (Scholarship in ELT) in order to improve instructional practices and maximize
learners' language learning. In addition, SoTL-ESL provides ELT teachers with opportunities for professional development
(Teaching and Learning Community of Practice in ELT) at the School of ESL.
Building upon Felten's (2013)* principles of good practice in SoTL, SoTL-ESL includes inquiry into ELT that is
methodologically sound and learner-focused, incorporates an awareness of the challenges unique to the ELT field, is
conducted in partnership with learners in GBC's context, and is publicly available for critique and application.
*Felten, P. (2013). Principles of good practice in SoTL. Teaching & Learning Inquiry: The ISSOTL Journal, 1(1), 121-125.

SoTL-ESL: Three Domains
Research
in ELT

•Proposals for grants
•Research project
development

The SoTL-ESL
Committee
Raj Khatri and Ana-Marija Petrunic (Co-Chairs)
Sharmaine Itwaru (Research in ELT)
Jeff Brown (Scholarship in ELT)

Scholarship
in ELT

Teaching &
Learning
Community
of Practice in
ELT

•Publication of
scholarship
•Presentation of
knowledge and skills

Maria Glass (Teaching and Learning

Community of Practice in ELT)

•Professional
development
•In-house academic
practice

Continued from page 3

Interview with Dr. Sharmaine Itwaru
TESL Ontario. In January of 2020, I was also a panelist at the CALL conference at Sheridan College. As well, I offered
an inhouse PD session to instructors on developing asynchronous lessons at the School of ESL. I plan to continue to do
both writing and presenting in the near future.
How do you think your research will contribute to scholarship of teaching and learning and student
success at the School of ESL?
It is my hope that my research will add to the current body of knowledge in EAP. My research focus has been on
fostering instructor development, so I would like to think that it will have a positive impact on teaching practices,
especially now, with the transition from face-to-face to online learning.
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Faculty Insight
Making Professional Development Work for You
By Nicola Carozza
I will preface this article by saying it is not research- or theory-based nor is it formal in academic tone; it does
not have a literature review or references, but it does contribute my experiences and provide some practical
insights into professional development (PD) and how I made it work for me.
Six years ago, I was completing a teaching stint overseas and was on my way home to Toronto, not really
knowing what I would do when I returned. Gradually, I found employment at various post-secondary
institutions and have been working short- and long-term contracts over the years. Making strides building
professional experience in the precarious nature of teaching in Ontario, I realized I needed to experience more
outside of the classroom to help me expand into different classrooms (and perhaps different academic fields).
And while some would potentially focus on doing action research and presenting at conferences, which I have
done, I wanted to branch out more. What follows will hopefully inspire educators to think differently about PD.

“As teachers, we
struggle; we
spend so much
time in the
classroom that it
tends to
consume us—
many weekends
are spent
planning lessons
or marking.
While that is the
nature of the
job (some would
say), there
needs to be
something more
than just
planning,
teaching, and
marking.”

My first strategy when I returned was to network. I hate the word, and I hate doing it, but it was necessary.
There is something about networking that is laborious, but I needed an outlet where I could engage with
other professionals about the teaching field; I needed a space where I could meet potential employers, too. I
started volunteering with TESL Toronto, and I met other teachers, organized conferences, and eventually,
took on the treasury and presidency roles. During my time with the organization, I learned about hosting
conferences and events, operating a non-profit organization, leading English language professionals, and
working with a team. This was invaluable for many reasons.
I would say many teachers are accustomed to attending conferences to get their PD hours—they may present
on a topic about which they are passionate or be an attendee and try to soak up as much as knowledge as
they can. Rarely, in my opinion, do people get to be on the other side: the organizational side. With my
experienced colleagues on the Executive, I was trained on how to organize conferences, how to vet for
speakers and presenters, how to secure a venue contract, and how to set up registration; I essentially became
an event planner. As the former treasurer, I learned how to do the books with the assistance of TESL Ontario
and how to budget an organization. As the current president, I have learned how imperative organization and
leadership skills are. Perhaps this does not seem to have anything to do with English language teaching (ELT)
per se, but more so operating a small business, and while that may be true to some extent, it is more than
that. There are many skills that could be developed that do not all necessarily relate to teaching but that could
be impactful inside and outside of the classroom. When I realized I could be involved in organizing events, the
events took on a whole new meaning for me and were more enjoyable and impactful.
When I think of my skillset, I know how to organize educational conferences, budget for an event or
organization, work with a team to reach a common goal, and lead a team to complete a desired outcome.
Additionally, as a benefit to volunteering, I have also been able to meet and work with speakers and
presenters; their expertise is something I am able to take away and apply to my teaching. While being a
volunteer adds to my busy schedule and can sometimes be thankless, I now have ELT conference planning
experience that I could apply for future events for different educational organizations and more knowledge for
the classroom wherever I may be.
I am not here to promote myself or an organization (although I have found my time with TESL Ontario and
TESL Toronto to be rewarding). Over the years, I have encountered teachers that have wanted to do more or
be more involved, but never knew where to start, and If I am being completely honest, I have also worked
with teachers who do not do nearly enough to develop their skills. As teachers, we struggle; we spend so
much time in the classroom that it tends to consume us—many weekends are spent planning lessons or
marking. While that is the nature of the job (some would say), there needs to be something more than just
planning, teaching, and marking. Teachers cannot just be teachers. My goal was to find teacher- or Englishrelated roles, paid or voluntary, to develop my skills that I could apply in the classroom or in other academic
fields. While I love teaching, I wanted something more than that for every day.
Timing is a concern for everyone. There is no time for more work. People have family commitments.
Weekends are dedicated for other things. There is no easy fix for this one. I get it. But you do not need to
take on a massive role. No one is saying to develop a new non-profit or a create a new podcast. Start small.
Get involved by volunteering at one-off events.
Continued on page 6
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Faculty Insight
Continued from page 2

“Critical thinking
tends to take the
form of a sort of
critical reading
that seeks to
identify the
structure of an
argument in a
text, whether the
conclusion/thesis
is justified, and
perhaps
highlights
authorial biases.
Critical literacy
goes further than
this, aiming at
the identification
and naming of
power
instantiations in
texts,
highlighting how
these produce
conformist
thinking and
understanding of
the world.”

TED Talks and Critical Literacy

By Jeff Brown, PhD

In particular, an exploration of TED as a source provides an excellent opportunity to highlight the difference
between critical thinking and critical literacy—and to promote and develop the latter. So, the focus of this
article is not on the many ways TED talks can be utilized as a language-learning resource, e.g. for improving
listening comprehension, building vocabulary, and practicing presentation skills, etc. These are all very useful
classroom activities, of course, but that’s a topic for another article.
My thesis in this piece is essentially that since we use TED talks as a language learning resource, we should
also use them as a vehicle to promote critical literacy. Related to this, I also argue that it is highly
problematic to conflate critical thinking (certainly an important focus for an EAP course) with critical literacy
(also crucial, but often neglected). Critical thinking tends to take the form of a sort of critical reading that
seeks to identify the structure of an argument in a text, whether the conclusion/thesis is justified, and
perhaps highlights authorial biases. Critical literacy goes further than this, aiming at the identification and
naming of power instantiations in texts, highlighting how these produce conformist thinking and
understanding of the world. Basically, critical literacy means going from the word of the text to the broader
world of which the text is a part.
While I touch upon issues with TED, the point isn’t to bash the TED organization. Again, TED talks are great
learning resources and we should continue to utilize them. The point is that, beyond their utility as a
language learning resource, TED talks provide us with an excellent critical literacy resource. In the article, I
provide some example activities to show how TED talks can be approached from this perspective. We’ve used
variations on these activities for the past few years in the Level 8 Regular EAP curriculum here in the GBC
School of ESL.
It’s important to point out that any engagement with critical literacy is also ipso facto a language learning
activity, so it’s a ‘win-win’ situation. English language teaching can be critical even within the restrictive
curriculum of a typical post-secondary EAP course. And, given the world we live in, we have a responsibility
to our learners to ensure that is.
Link to ELTA Newsletter:
https://elta.org.rs/2020/11/04/elta-serbia-newsletter-november-2020/
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Continued from page 5
Making Professional Development Work for You

By Nicola Carozza

If you want to get involved, if you want to add something to your repertoire, try the following:
•
Think of the conferences you go to—are there short-term volunteer positions?
•
Think of where you work—is there an opportunity to work with a team and host a workshop?
•
Think of (educational) organizations—is there an opportunity to be part of their network and attend
monthly or bi-monthly meetings?
•
Are there research projects you could get involved with? Check with your accrediting organization
and your place of employment.
•
Think of your skillset—is there something you have to offer that could benefit others? Is there
something you want to improve on?
Professional development should be something that works for you; it needs to be timely and beneficial.
Hopefully, with the start of 2021 you can get involved and be part of events that impact your career or
skillset.

Learn something; share something!

For past issues, please visit https://sotlesl.ca
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