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    Chapter 4   
 Knowledge Mobilization and Innovation 
in the Development of a PBL Cohort 
for Teaching English Language Learners: 
Successes, Challenges, and Possibilities       

       Steven     Talmy      and     Margaret     Early   

            Introduction 

 We live in an era of globalization, internationalization, transnationalism, and trans-
migration, where  cross-cultural and cross-linguistic exchange   is at its highest in 
human history. This is particularly the case in Canada, which has long had one of 
the highest per capita immigration rates in the world. Between 2006 and 2011, for 
example, Canada received approximately 1,162,900 immigrants (Statistics Canada 
 2013b ) and an additional 263,000 arrived between June 2012 and July 2013 
(Statistics Canada  2013a ).  Projections   indicate that in the coming years, immigra-
tion will rise steadily to 400,000 annually. Consequently, there is expanding linguis-
tic and cultural diversity, especially though not exclusively, in large urban areas. In 
the 2011 census, one in fi ve Canadians, or nearly seven million people, reported a 
mother tongue other than English or French (Statistics Canada  2012 ). The impact of 
 globalization and immigration   is realized markedly in the  linguistic diversity   repre-
sented in Canadian schools. For example, in British Columbia (BC), 11 % of stu-
dents Kindergarten-Grade 12 (K-12) are designated English language learners, 
while in the K-4 range the percentage rises to over 20 %. Overall, some 25 % of BC 
K-12 students speak a language other than English at home (BC Ministry of 
Education  2013 ), and in Vancouver the number is greater than 50 %, with approxi-
mately 150 different languages represented in the city’s public schools ( Vancouver 
School Board n.d. ). Additionally, dramatic transformations in the  global economy   
have occurred that impact schools, particularly in the move from a manufacturing- 
and industry-oriented economy to a  knowledge-based economy  . This ongoing 
change is codeveloping with equally dramatic technological innovations. These 
forces jointly impact multiple aspects of our lives and call into question language 
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and literacy pedagogies for the twenty-fi rst century (New London Group  2000 ). In 
BC, as in other parts of the world, these  radical economic and social changes   have 
led to a process  of      curriculum review and reformulation. In the recent BC education 
plan, it is noted that:

  our  education system   is based on a model of learning from an earlier century. To change 
that, we need to put students at the centre of their own education. We need to make a better 
link between what kids learn at school and what they experience and learn in their everyday 
lives. We need to create new learning environments for students that allow them to discover, 
embrace and fulfi ll their passions. We need to set the stage for parents, teachers, administra-
tors and other partners to prepare our children for success not only in today’s world, but in 
a world that few of us can yet imagine. (BC Ministry of Education  2011 , p. 2) 

 New times, characterized by cultural  and   linguistic  diversity  , and the require-
ments of new competencies (creative and critical thinking; superior communica-
tions skills across a range of modes, audiences, and platforms; and enhanced 
personal and social responsibility awareness), demand new, innovative approaches 
to instruction. How best to prepare teacher candidates to enter such twenty-fi rst 
century classroom contexts is one question that  motivated      us in part to bring the 
TELL and PBL cohorts together and to research the process and product of the 
merger in terms of the knowledge fl ows and mobilization that can occur (and not 
occur) in the context of an innovative teacher education initiative.  

    From TELL to TELL-Through-PBL 

 The TELL cohort was originally established to respond to the circumstances sur-
rounding the increasing presence of English language learners in  BC schools   alluded 
to above. As one of several themed teacher certifi cation cohorts in the Teacher 
Education Offi ce of the Faculty of Education at the University of British Columbia, 
TELL adopted an inquiry orientation to developing knowledge about language  and 
  second language teaching into an elementary generalist teacher education curricu-
lum. TELL added a 26-hour course to the existing  teacher education curriculum  , 
which focused on knowledge about language and second language pedagogy, with 
a particular focus on integrating language with content-area instruction. Additionally, 
there was a specifi c aim toward working to integrate a TELL focus across the 1-year 
teacher education curriculum, for example, by emphasizing (second) language and 
literacy issues in the social studies, science, math, and language  arts      methods 
 courses   TELL students were to take. 

 In 2012, with the  implementation   of a revised teacher education curriculum and 
a reduction in the number of themed cohorts, it was decided to merge the TELL 
cohort with the existing PBL cohort to create a new cohort: TELL/PBL. The ratio-
nale was that in addition to ensuring that both TELL and PBL would continue as 
thematic strands in the TEO with the merger, that TELL would fi t well with PBL’s 
original language and literacy orientation, and that PBL would be ideal for the 
inquiry orientation originally envisioned (and somewhat unevenly implemented) for 
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TELL: the merged cohort would enable TCs to become ethnographers of language/
language use, so they could implement such an approach in their own classrooms, 
to have their students similarly become more metalinguistically aware and investi-
gate how language was used in schools, their families, and their communities.  

    Collaborative Professional Conversations:  Knowledge 
Mobilization and Innovation   

 Three interrelated perspectives inform the conceptual frame of our study: a func-
tional theoretical stance on teaching academic language and content across subject 
areas in  multilingual  /ELL classrooms, a critical pedagogical approach to L2 teacher 
education, and participatory action research. For a number of years, there has been 
a growing literature on policy, programs, and practices in classrooms where ELL 
students are learning school subjects in English (for comprehensive reviews, see, 
e.g., Crandall  1992 ; Snow  1998 ;    Mohan et al.  2001 ; Stoller  2004 ,  2008 ). Still, in a 
review that addressed what are commonly termed content-based L2 programs, 
Stoller ( 2008 ) maintained that as yet, “[t]he integration of content and language- 
learning objectives presents challenges for policy makers, program planners, cur-
riculum designers, teachers, materials writers, teacher educators, teacher 
supervisors, test writers, and learners” (p. 65). However, while challenges, as well 
as opportunities, persist, Schleppegrell and O’Hallaron ( 2011 ) highlight three sig-
nifi cant instructional aspects as a way forward in this area. These include: provid-
ing support for teachers regarding “how language works in their subject areas,” 
careful unit planning, and scaffolding students’ academic language and content 
learning simultaneously (p. 3). With respect to L2 teacher education, Burns and 
Richards’ ( 2009 ) edited volume  was      important for the theoretical framing of this 
study, particularly the chapter by Hawkins and Norton ( 2009 ), which drew on a 
wide range of research to offer fi ve principles for critical language teacher educa-
tion: the situated nature of programs and practices, responsiveness to learners, dia-
logic engagement, refl exivity, and praxis. A related body of research on participatory 
action research (Kemmis and McTaggart  2005 ) was also signifi cant for this study.  
Research participants met on a two-week cycle to discuss and revise the cohort’s 
cases and to engage in what we considered to be a crucial feature in the merger: the 
exchange and mobilization of knowledge about TELL and PBL from respective 
specialists’ perspectives. Similar to participatory action research, “[the partici-
pants’] principal concern [was] in changing practices in the ‘here and now’” 
(Kemmis and McTaggart  2005 , p. 564). As such, we were mindful of the key fea-
tures of participatory action research, as characterized  by      Kemmis and McTaggart: 
as  a social process, as participatory, practical  and   collaborative, as emancipatory, 
critical, and refl exive, and with aims to transform both theory and practice 
(pp. 565–568).  
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    The Study 

 Given the  comparative lack of research   that examines teacher education initiatives 
such as the TELL/PBL cohort merger, and in an effort to provide an empirical basis 
to inform its continued implementation, we formulated a small-scale qualitative 
case study to investigate its processes over the course of its fi rst year of implementa-
tion. There were three research questions for the study; this chapter only concerns 
the fi rst 1 :

   What successes, challenges, and opportunities resulted from efforts to create a successful 
collaborative teacher educator inquiry group of diverse participants who sought new and 
innovative inquiry-based ways, appropriate to changing times, to support teacher candi-
dates in    multilingual     classrooms?  

 Participants of the study included the TELL/PBL cohort coordinators, cohort 
tutors, and several, but not all, cohort instructors. 2  Several  forms of data   were gener-
ated for the purpose of answering this question:

•     Audio and video recordings   of twice-weekly meetings over the course of the 
year with cohort tutors and instructors regarding upcoming cases which served 
as the basis for TELL/PBL. These meetings were a central data source as they 
were the primary site where efforts to infuse TELL principles into already- 
existing PBL cases were undertaken. Approximately 16 h of audio/video data 
were generated from these meetings.  

•   Field notes and refl ections on these meetings.  
•   One audio-recorded interview each with four of the cohort tutors/instructors, 

conducted at the end of the fi rst year of the merger by a graduate research assis-
tant (Melanie Wong).  

•    Email communication   over the course of the one-year study period among vari-
ous research participants.  

•   The original (PBL) and revised (TELL/PBL) cases and other documents relevant 
to the cohort merger.   

Audio/video data from the instructor meetings and interviews were logged and tran-
scribed for content by Melanie Wong and subsequently analyzed for themes by the 
authors, who developed a coding scheme responsive to both the data set and research 
question. Following repeated readings/viewings of the data set, the authors identi-
fi ed and refi ned two  clusters   of “semantic” themes (Boyatzis  1998 ): successes and 

1   In fact, due to some of the challenges discussed below, the second research question “What mul-
tiliteracies practices are revealed as centrally important in designing learning experiences across 
the curriculum for teacher candidates in multilingual classrooms?” could not be answered. Due to 
space constraints, the third research question “What are ways that ongoing, recursive, and refl exive 
feedback provided to the collaborative teacher educator inquiry group  can benefi t group relations, 
interests, intentions, and practices?” will not be answered here. 
2   To protect participant confi dentiality, information that might identify specifi c individuals has 
been altered or omitted. 
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challenges of the TELL/PBL cohort. These thematic clusters were in fact topical-
ized in the research question, and they organize the discussion that follows. 

 Before we continue, we pause to note that while we have endeavored to represent 
the perspectives of everyone who participated in this study as fairly and accurately 
as possible, our backgrounds and expertise in TELL, and our experience as TELL 
specialists in the merged cohort, have invariably infl uenced our discussion below of 
the fi rst year of TELL/PBL. We are confi dent that a PBL specialist working with our 
data set would arrive at similar fi ndings as we have; we are equally confi dent that 
because no scholar writes from nowhere (Haraway  1988 ), certain nuances or traces 
of PBL experience and expertise would shape the representations of those fi ndings, 
just as ours as specialists in teaching L2 learners inevitably have. 

 Additionally, we would like to problematize from the outset the rather stark 
binary between TELL and PBL that might be inferable below, another artifact of 
this study, its premise, and the institutional realities it aims to investigate (i.e., that 
there were two distinct cohorts named TELL and PBL; that they  were      merged; that 
participants for the study were recruited and/or self-identifi ed as either TELL or 
PBL specialists; that these categories were mobilized by participants in meetings, 
email communication, and interviews; and so forth). Because of these consider-
ations, we are aware that it may at times appear in the analysis that PBL specialists 
had little or even no experience with TELL and, vice versa, that people in TELL had 
no experience with PBL. However, this is not the case. Our discussion should there-
fore be viewed in terms of programmatic, administrative, and disciplinary emphases 
between two distinct institutional entities, rather than the individual people who 
comprised them.  

    Successes 

 The fi rst cluster of themes we generated variously referenced the successes of the 
TELL/PBL merger, viewed both in terms of how TELL was taken up and extended 
in the new cohort and how PBL principles and practices were manifested. The data 
that we have drawn these themes from come particularly from the twice-monthly 
cohort meetings; they were confi rmed informally among participants over the year, 
as well as in the formal interviews with instructors/tutors. 

     Infusion   of ELL Issues 

 A distinguishing feature of TELL/PBL was the wide range of issues germane to the 
education of school-age ELLs that was infused into the newly merged cohort’s cur-
riculum and instructional practice. The signifi cance of this most basic success can-
not be overstated: there is overwhelming empirical evidence from a range of 
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disciplinary perspectives that demonstrates that ELLs are “overlooked and under-
served” (Ruiz de Velasco et al.  2000 ) in North American schools, from elementary 
through high school. Reasons for such neglect include the “invisibility” of language 
and language demands to non-ELL specialists (Early  1990 ; Harper and de Jong 
 2004 ), a belief among subject area teachers that ELL instruction is not their respon-
sibility (Samway and McKeon  1999 ), the confl ation of L2 needs with behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive “defi cits” (Crawford  2004 ; Klingner et al.  2008 ), assimila-
tionist views concerning immigrants and the languages they speak (Cummins  2007 ; 
Menken  2013 ), mistaken assumptions and lay language ideologies about L2 learn-
ing and learners (McLaughlin  1992 ), challenges of adding ELL programming to 
existing administrative structures (Harklau  1994 ), and negative beliefs about ELL 
from ELL teachers and students themselves (e.g., Talmy  2009 ,  2010 ). As a result, 
simply raising the sorts of neglected issues ELLs consistently face in schools in the 
professional conversations that took  place   over TELL/PBL’s fi rst year was an 
important development. 

 The clearest indication of this infusion was how ELLs were featured in the PBL 
cases that cohort coordinators,       tutors, and instructors revised in the twice-monthly 
meetings. Register, for instance, a key theoretical construct in functional approaches 
to content-based L2 learning and teaching, was featured throughout most of the 
cohort’s 11 cases, particularly as it related to commonalities in academic language 
across subject areas (Mohan  1986 ; Schleppegrell  2004 ). The concept of register was 
complemented approximately mid-year with consideration of educational genres, 
as another means of implementing pedagogy that was responsive to ELLs as well as 
non-ELL children and youth (see, e.g., Derewianka  1990 ; Early  1990 ). An early 
case concerning how classroom community could be created and maintained was 
revised to attend to how students’ fi rst languages might be incorporated in service 
of this endeavor (Lucas and Katz  1994 ). Classroom composition profi les that previ-
ously alluded to race/ethnic and cultural diversity were updated to explicitly  con-
sider   linguistic diversity; relatedly, TCs were encouraged to move beyond an 
 appreciation  of cultural and linguistic diversity to consider how it might be  utilized  
as a pedagogical resource (Cummins  2007 ). Discussion of the importance of oracy 
for kindergarten classrooms was expanded to include its centrality for L2 learning 
as well, particularly among children (Gibbons  2002 ). Issues concerning English as 
a second dialect were foregrounded in a case about Aboriginal children in a Northern 
BC elementary school (Ball et al.  2005 ; Siegel  2007 ), focal students in cases were 
transformed  into   multilingual youth rather than English monolinguals, bullying was 
extended to recognize many of the ways that it can occur through language, the 
advantages of a (post-)process approach to writing was discussed in terms of its 
advantages for L2 learners (Ferris and Hedgcock  2005 ), and much more. This is not 
to suggest that the PBL cases that existed before the TELL/ PBL      merger were defi -
cient in any way, just to indicate a few of the many ways that ELL  issues   were 
infused into the cohort over its fi rst year of implementation.  
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     Integration   of PBL Principles and Practice 

 The professional conversations that stakeholders engaged in as we went about revis-
ing the PBL cases for ELLs were exceptionally rich, not just in terms of the infusion 
of ELL issues, but in PBL’s inquiry orientation, as well. Just as specialists in TELL 
raised topics related to principles of L2 learning, register, genre, and the like, for the 
merged cohort, PBL specialists regularly pointed to ways that TELL education 
could be implemented in terms consistent with PBL. As a result, the aims for inquiry 
that we had always envisioned for TELL were provided both a fi rm theoretical and 
methodological basis and, perhaps more importantly, a structure for actually imple-
menting it. This structure was manifest in the PBL two-week case cycle; the recruit-
ment of instructors in the TEO who had background and understanding of PBL 
principles and practice; the twice-monthly meetings with cohort coordinators, 
tutors, and instructors; and the unique approach to assessment (the triple jump) that 
had long been featured as hallmarks of the original PBL cohort. It is fair to say that 
the merger with PBL provided TELL the means for implementing the stance toward 
learner inquiry that we had always hoped for, but that remained unattained in our 
fi rst years; more signifi cantly, PBL  extended  our understanding of just how thor-
oughgoing that inquiry orientation could be. It also demonstrated to us the signifi -
cant challenges that had been negotiated by PBL specialists in the years prior to the 
TELL/PBL merger, to implement a cohort structure that simply did not fi t within 
existing institutional constraints of the TEO.  

     Time   on TELL 

 In contrast to TELL/PBL TCs’ perceptions (see below), the amount of time and 
attention devoted to ELLs was greater, more variegated, and more dispersed than in 
previous iterations of the (unmerged) TELL cohort. Although the two-week PBL 
case cycle meant that the two-credit class concerning ELL education in the TEO 
(LLED 353: Teaching English Language Learners) met less frequently than in other 
cohorts, in fact, ELL issues were taken up in the tutorials and, though less consis-
tently, depending on the instructor’s awareness of the characteristics of language 
used in their disciple, in subject area classes. This meant that ELLs were considered 
in a range of different contexts from a range of different perspectives over the entire 
academic year, rather than simply one two-hour class per week over a single univer-
sity term, as in other cohorts. Additionally, workshops, another unique feature of 
PBL that carried over to the merged cohort, allowed more  extended      consideration of 
certain issues concerning ELL education. Workshops offered  TC   hands-on demon-
strations and practical applications in a range of subject, thematic, and topical areas. 
Considered together, the time and attention that ELL issues received in TELL/PBL 
cohort via the ELL course, the tutorials, the subject area classes, and the workshops 
were signifi cant successes that derived from the merger.  
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     Collaboration and Communication   

 The distinctive characteristics of PBL, both in terms of its pedagogical principles 
and its programmatic infrastructure, were important affordances in carrying the fi rst 
year of the TELL/PBL merger through to completion. The twice-monthly meetings 
with cohort coordinators, tutors, and instructors were central sites where knowledge 
mobilization and innovation could occur, from discussions about the revised cases 
and the issues they involved to how teachers could work together around a particular 
topic to the planning for workshops, and beyond. A web-based learning manage-
ment system that all coordinators, tutors, and instructors had access to was another 
important site where stakeholders could check in with each other, monitor what 
others were doing, work to articulate lessons with one another, and so on. The web-
site, the twice-monthly meetings, and ongoing email communication among stake-
holders were instrumental in implementing PBL not just for the TCs, but among all 
of us involved in bringing TELL and PBL together. Regardless of the differences 
that arose over the year, and there were several (see below), it was without question 
done in the sort of spirit of collaboration and goodwill that PBL affords and 
promotes.   

    Challenges 

 Bringing together two teacher education cohorts, with distinct sets of practices, 
emphases, and foci, different histories and stakeholders, all in a fairly infl exible 
institutional context, was an endeavor that we knew from the start would inevitably 
encounter diffi culties. Add to this the implementation in the larger TEO of a new 
curriculum and administrative structure, and the challenges would only multiply. 
Such was the case with the TELL/PBL merger.  Despite      the important successes 
described above, there were several substantive challenges, which led to several 
stakeholders to in fact question over the course of the fi rst year whether the merged 
cohort should continue. This section outlines those challenges. 

     Frontloading   

 The matter of what we came to term “frontloading” was perhaps the single thorni-
est and most persistent challenge that those involved in the implementation of the 
cohort merger grappled with over its fi rst year. By frontloading, what we mean is 
the a priori provision to TCs of concepts, constructs, and knowledge required to 
undertake inquiry, specifi cally, the sorts of inquiry that we as TELL specialists 
had in mind for them: inquiry into language, how it is used to construct subject 
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area content in schools, and whose interests particular language-constituted rep-
resentations serve. Frontloading was, in short, aimed at providing both a  provoca-
tion  and a  means  for inquiry. 3  What we had hoped to do was require a textbook 
(such as Gibbons  2002 ) and related assignments to help TCs learn what it was 
they actually could inquire about and problematize for their PBL cases (via, e.g., 
metalinguistic constructs such as register and genre), in addition to some basic 
texts in L2 learning and teaching (e.g., Lightbown and Spada  2013 ). 4  This was 
protested by several PBL specialists, who indicated that prior to the merger, they 
had not assigned readings or other activities to TCs, that to do so would under-
mine the integrity of the cohort’s inquiry orientation, and that overall, such prac-
tice was contrary to PBL principles. Although this conundrum was not  satisfactorily      
resolved over the fi rst year, it was heartening to learn that it is not new to PBL (see 
Provan  2011 ).  

    Working with Existing Cases 

 The  process of working   to infuse TELL issues and principles into the existing cases 
was a rewarding and interesting task for all stakeholders and, as discussed earlier, 
proved to be a productive site for knowledge mobilization and innovation. At the 
same time, modifying existing cases rather than creating new ones meant that too 
often, ELL issues seemed to have been simply “added on” rather than integrated in 
more meaningful ways. For instance, in a case where bullying was featured, bully-
ing through language was added onto bullying due to gender nonconformity. In a 
case that featured working in a classroom composed of a substantial number of 
Aboriginal students, English as a second dialect was added to issues concerning 
culturally responsive curriculum and pedagogy. As a result of these sorts of addi-
tions,  tutors and instructors   commented that the original issues (e.g., bullying due to 
gender nonconformity) may have been given less attention than was needed, and it 
was apparent to us, as well, that the TELL issues were not always attended to in 
ways we believed they could have been. There were also frequent discussions about 
the increase in the number of issues per case: with the addition of TELL issues, 
there was now too much in the cases to be adequately taken up by tutors and TCs.  

3   We are grateful to Melanie Wong for the wording of this sentence. 
4   This is not to suggest that teachers need to be applied linguists in order to effectively teach (about) 
language; on the contrary, it is our experience that a few powerful constructs (such as register) can 
help teachers become co-inquirers with their students about language (use) in the school, home, 
and community. Additionally, our experience in L2 teacher education aligns with research (e.g., 
Richards and Lockhart  1994 ) that tremendous benefi ts accrue when teachers of ELLs are offered 
opportunities to refl ect on their own beliefs and ideologies about L2 teaching and learning. See 
below. 
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    TELL  Knowledge Mobilization   

 The goal of this study was to investigate knowledge mobilization among PBL and 
TELL specialists and nonspecialists. One of the primary fi ndings of the study was 
that TELL knowledge mobilization was not robust enough to adequately support the 
integration of TELL issues across the cases. This was a particular challenge when it 
came to working with TCs to help them discern the language demands of subject 
area content; if instructors or tutors were themselves not sure how to inquire about 
language using concepts such as register or genre, they indicated they were not able 
to help TCs suffi ciently do so either. This challenge no doubt had much to do with 
structural constraints described above, including working with existing cases, and 
the non-assignment of a relevant textbook and related coursework. It may also have 
been due to inadequate support from those of us in TELL to help scaffold under-
standing of TELL principles over the course of the year: we did not provide as many 
professional development sessions as we had initially hoped, and several instructors 
were unavailable to attend those that we did schedule. As a result, the status of lan-
guage as “an invisible medium” (Diaz-Rico and Weed  2002 , in Harper and de Jong 
 2004 , p. 156), its role in learning and teaching implied or even taken for granted, 
unexpectedly endured in the fi rst year of TELL/PBL cohort, with uptake to ELL 
issues varying considerably among instructors and tutors. In essence, TELL simply 
became another “subject area” to be covered, one issue among many, rather than a 
coherent approach to inquiring into, investigating, and problematizing the registers 
that are conventionally understood to constitute  academic   language, across the 
disciplines.  

    Loss of PBL  Identity   

 If TELL specialists were disappointed in the adequacy of TELL knowledge mobili-
zation and the inconsistency in uptake to issues of importance in ELL education, 
several PBL specialists lamented the loss of what was variously referred to as PBL 
identity, spirit, and its “core” principles. Many factors evidently played a part in 
creating this sense of loss. They included: the desire of those in TELL to require a 
textbook and related assignments even though PBL had in the past explicitly rejected 
such practice; the expansion in the number of case issues that attended the TELL 
“infusion,” which rendered more focused and “organic” inquiry unviable; the recur-
rence of (TELL) issues that had (ostensibly) been addressed in previous cases, for 
instance, the repeated appearance of “register” across multiple cases; the pressure to 
ensure that TELL was discussed in classes and tutorials, to the apparent detriment 
of other important issues; the diminishment of central PBL practices like Socratic 
questioning brought on by the need to “steer” TCs toward issues of concern to 
TELL; and more. Another signifi cant frustration voiced by participating PBL spe-
cialists had to do with TCs who had signed up for TELL rather than PBL. In 
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previous years, when PBL was a standalone thematic cohort, TCs explicitly selected 
it, ensuring  a      cohort group that knew what they were opting for, and embraced it. 
Many TELL/PBL TCs, in contrast, had chosen the cohort for TELL; some did not 
understand or accept PBL as TCs in the past had. Thus, there was an underlying 
tension among a minority in the cohort who wanted TELL, but not PBL, and who in 
fact viewed PBL as an impediment to learning more about TELL. There were com-
plaints from TCs about having far fewer of the ELL classes (LLED 353) than their 
peers in non-PBL cohorts were receiving, even though they were actually receiving 
more “time on TELL” than other cohorts, in the tutorials, other subject area classes, 
and workshops. Regardless, the TCs’ frustration with the merged cohort was felt by 
us all as we worked to ensure that we met their needs while adhering to curriculum 
objectives and the at times competing priorities of TELL and PBL emphases.   

    Possibilities 

 The challenges just described notwithstanding, we and other members of the TELL/
PBL group remain optimistic that our initial successes can be cultivated to create the 
sort of dynamic cohort we still believe is possible. To abandon the merger due to the 
 tensions experienced   in its fi rst year would not recognize the complexities involved 
in bringing together two groups with distinct histories, expectations, and emphases. 
Neither would it honor the substantial amounts of  time and effort   the coordinators, 
instructors, and tutors put into making it work. And it would not recognize that the 
endeavor we all undertook was made far more complicated by the larger TEO cur-
riculum revision, when it was not always clear whether challenges that were encoun-
tered were due to the merger or to the newly revised teacher education program. 

 The fi rst year of the TELL/ PBL      cohort showed us the promise of what the merged 
cohort could offer, and it showed us that it will take more work. In order to fashion 
a cohort that is responsive to the interests of both sets of  stakeholders  , what follows 
are a set of recommendations we have produced that is based on our collective expe-
rience in the cohort in addition to the empirical record generated for this study.

•     Frontloading  . We respect the reluctance, as reported in this study, to assign core 
readings in PBL, but our experience with the fi rst-year cohort underscores that 
without even rudimentary preparation in knowledge about language,    second lan-
guage learning, and language/content integration that TCs are simply ill-equipped 
to undertake informed and critical inquiries into academic language and the 
demands of the language of schooling for ELLs. We do not claim that teachers of 
ELLs must be experts in language – quite the opposite, in fact – but they must 
have a basic understanding of how language works in schools in order to  inquire  
about it, investigate it, and interrogate it on their own and, more importantly, 
teach their ELLs how to inquire about it, investigate it, and interrogate it on their 
own. In this respect, we liken this sort of understanding about language to basic 
anatomy or pharmacology coursework that medical students in PBL programs 
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across the world must take prior to or in tandem with their cases in problem- 
based learning. The idea here would not be to take away from learner inquiry, but 
to  enable  it in ways that TCs in the cohort’s fi rst year simply never learned. The 
ostensible invisibility of language is a major challenge for mainstream teachers 
working with ELLs; what we would aim to do is to  help   render perceptible that 
which has frequently proven indiscernible to the non-ELL specialist.  

•   A one-week TELL orientation, for TCs and tutors. While this may not be work-
able in the current context of the TEO, we believe a series of workshops over the 
fi rst  week      of the school year, where we introduce in some depth a few basic 
constructs we believe are essential for successfully working with ELLs in main-
stream,  subject area classrooms  . Key among them is:

 –    A perspective on language that goes beyond it serving as a simple means of 
transmitting information, toward one that acknowledges that language  means , 
language  does , and language is  used  in very particular ways  to constitute  sub-
ject area content and academic texts and that language use is therefore inher-
ently  political .  

 –   An understanding that ELLs bring with them a range of resources for making 
meaning, including most signifi cantly, their fi rst languages, but also other 
modes, modalities, and registers (written, visual, musical, embodied, and so 
on) that are often not valued in school. These are resources that can and should 
be mobilized in the acquisition of English registers and genres that are neces-
sary for academic success.     

•    New cases  . We worked in the fi rst year of the merger with existing cases from 
past years of the (non-TELL) PBL cohort and revised them to infuse principles 
of relevance to ELL education in K-12 North American settings. While the pro-
cess of revising these cases was a signifi cant site for knowledge mobilization and 
innovation, the  product  – the revised cases – was ultimately inadequate for the 
successful integration of TELL with PBL. Therefore, going forward, we need 
new cases, cases that will build into them from the start principles of teaching 
ELLs, which will feature recurrent attention on (meta)language and language- 
related issues that develops from case to case (e.g., case sequencing of matters 
concerning register), so that TCs can become informed inquirers into (academic 
and nonacademic) language and help their own students become ones, as well. 
This may be the most important innovation for the TELL/PBL cohort moving 
forward.  

•    Tutors   with TELL expertise (or a strong  curiosity      and commitment to rapidly 
developing this professional knowledge and know-how). Tutors are appointed on 
a three-year cycle, and as such, time is of the essence vis-à-vis “apprenticing” 
into the culture of this rich and complex cohort. Given the central role that tutors 
play in the TELL/PBL cohort in ensuring that particular issues are taken up by 
TCs, and taken up effectively, we believe cohort tutors would ideally have a 
strong grasp  of   how language functions in school, and in theories  of   second lan-
guage learning, so that they may more expertly guide TCs in their inquiries.  
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•   Finally, the importance of the  workshops   often meant that there were numerous 
interests competing for workshop time. We would suggest that additional work-
shops be taken up throughout the year and in addition to the fi rst week of TELL 
workshops that will prioritize in them perspectives on these issues as they relate 
to TELL.     

    Conclusion 

 The successes of the TELL/PBL cohort in its fi rst year of implementation, in the 
context of a major structural overhaul in the UBC TEO, were a tribute to the time, 
effort, and goodwill of a group of immensely committed university educators. The 
challenges, some anticipated, many not, were in some senses inevitable given the 
diffi culties of knowledge mobilization and innovation in a setting where tradition, 
disciplinary insularity, and institutional inertia frequently prevail. As this study has 
suggested, however, the possibilities of the TELL/PBL cohort demonstrate the 
power that can result when those who are committed to it will persist. This includes 
those in the current second year of the TELL/PBL cohort, the cohort coordinators, 
tutors, and subject instructors who, at the time of writing, are currently working to 
put a number of these recommendations into practice, with plans for further devel-
opment, in the coming years.     

  Acknowledgment   Research was funded by a University of British Columbia HSS Seed Grant 
(#15R07971). The authors gratefully acknowledge this support, as well as the work of Melanie 
Wong, graduate research assistant, who played an instrumental role in the research.  

   References 

   Ball, J., Bernhardt, B., & Deby, J. (2005).  Implications of First Nations English dialects for sup-
porting children’s language development . Presented at the World Indigenous Peoples’ 
Conference on Education, University of Waikato, Aotearoa/New Zealand. Retrieved from 
  http://hdl.handle.net/1828/1440      

   BC Ministry of Education. (2011).  BC education plan . Author. Retrieved from    http://www.bced-
plan.ca/assets/pdf/bc_edu_plan.pdf      

   BC Ministry of Education. (2013).  Student Statistics – 2012/13 . Author. Retrieved from   https://
www.bced.gov.bc.ca/reports/pdfs/student_stats/prov.pdf      

    Boyatzis, R. E. (1998).  Transforming qualitative information: Thematic analysis and code devel-
opment . London: Sage.  

    Burns, A., & Richards, J. C. (Eds.). (2009).  The Cambridge guide to second language teacher 
education . New York: Cambridge University Press.  

    Crandall, J. (1992). Content-centered learning in the US.  Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 
12 , 110–126.  

    Crawford, J. (2004).  Educating English learners: Language diversity in the classroom  (5th ed.). 
Los Angeles: Bilingual Educational Services.  

4 Knowledge Mobilization and Innovation in the Development of a PBL Cohort…

http://hdl.handle.net/1828/1440
http://www.bcedplan.ca/assets/pdf/bc_edu_plan.pdf
http://www.bcedplan.ca/assets/pdf/bc_edu_plan.pdf
https://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/reports/pdfs/student_stats/prov.pdf
https://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/reports/pdfs/student_stats/prov.pdf


54

     Cummins, J. (2007). Rethinking monolingual instructional strategies in multilingual classrooms. 
 Canadian Journal of Applied Linguistics, 10 , 221–240.  

    Derewianka, B. (1990).  Exploring how texts work . Rozelle: Primary English Teaching Association.  
    Diaz-Rico, L. T., & Weed, K. Z. (2002).  The cross-cultural, language, and academic development 

handbook. A complete K–12 reference guide  (2nd ed.). Needham Heights: Allyn & Bacon.  
     Early, M. (1990). Enabling fi rst and second language learners in the classroom.  Language Arts, 67 , 

567–575.  
    Ferris, D., & Hedgcock, J. (2005).  Teaching ESL composition  (2nd ed.). Mahwah: Lawrence 

Erlbaum Associates.  
     Gibbons, P. (2002).  Scaffolding language, scaffolding learning: Teaching second language learn-

ers in the mainstream classroom . Portsmouth: Heinemann.  
    Haraway, D. (1988). Situated knowledges: The science question in feminism and the privilege of 

partial perspective.  Feminist Studies, 14 , 575–599.  
    Harklau, L. (1994). ESL versus mainstream classes: Contrasting L2 learning environments. 

 TESOL Quarterly, 28 , 241–272.  
     Harper, C., & de Jong, E. (2004). Misconceptions about teaching English-language learners. 

 Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 48 , 152–162.  
    Hawkins, M., & Norton, B. (2009). Critical language teacher education. In A. Burns & J. Richards 

(Eds.),  Cambridge guide to second language teacher education  (pp. 30–39). Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.  

     Kemmis, S., & McTaggart, R. (2005). Participatory action research: Communicative action and 
the public sphere. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.),  Handbook of qualitative research  
(3rd ed., pp. 559–603). Thousand Oaks: Sage.  

    Klingner, J. K., Hoover, J. J., & Baca, L. (2008).  Why do English language learners struggle with 
reading? Distinguishing language acquisition from learning disabilities . Thousand Oaks: 
Corwin Press.  

    Lightbown, P., & Spada, N. (2013).  How languages are learned  (4th ed.). Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.  

    Lucas, T., & Katz, A. (1994). Reframing the debate: The roles of native languages in English-only 
programs for language minority students.  TESOL Quarterly, 28 , 537–561.  

    McLaughlin, B. (1992).  Myths and misconceptions about second language learning: What every 
teacher needs to unlearn . Santa Cruz: National Center for Research on Cultural Diversity and 
Second Language Learning.  

    Menken, K. (2013). Emergent bilingual students in secondary school: Along the academic lan-
guage and literacy continuum.  Language Teaching, 46 , 438–476.  

    Mohan, B. (1986).  Language and content . Reading: Addison-Wesley.  
    Mohan, B., Constant, L., & Davison, C. (Eds.). (2001).  English as a second language in the main-

stream: Teaching, learning and identity . New York: Longman.  
    New London Group. (2000). A pedagogy of multiliteracies: Designing social futures. In B. Cope 

& M. Kalantzis (Eds.),  Multiliteracies: Literacy learning and the design of social futures  
(pp. 9–37). London: Routledge.  

    Provan, A. (2011). A critique of problem-based learning at the University of British Columbia.  BC 
Medical Journal, 53 , 132–133.  

    Richards, J. C., & Lockhart, C. (1994).  Refl ective teaching in second language classrooms . 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

    Ruiz de Velasco, J., Fix, M., & Clewell, B. C. (2000).  Overlooked and underserved: Immigrant 
students in US secondary schools . Washington, DC: The Urban Institute.  

    Samway, K. D., & McKeon, D. (1999).  Myths and realities: Best practices for language minority 
students . Portsmouth: Heinemann.  

    Schleppegrell, M. J. (2004).  The language of schooling: A functional linguistics perspective . 
Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.  

    Schleppegrell, M., & O’Hallaron, C. (2011). Teaching academic language in L2 secondary set-
tings.  Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 31 , 3–18.  

S. Talmy and M. Early



55

    Siegel, J. (2007). Creoles and minority dialects in education: An update.  Language and Education, 
21 , 66–86.  

    Snow, M. A. (1998). Trends and issues in content-based instruction.  Annual Review of Applied 
Linguistics, 18 , 243–267.  

   Statistics Canada. (2012).  Linguistic characteristics of Canadians, 2011  (No. 98-314-X2011001). 
Minister of Industry. Retrieved from   http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2011/as- 
sa/98-314-x/98-314-x2011001-eng.cfm      

   Statistics Canada. (2013a).  Components of population growth, by province and territory  (CANSIM, 
table 051–0004). Minister of Industry. Retrieved from   http://www.statcan.gc.ca/tables- 
tableaux/sum-som/l01/cst01/demo33a-eng.htm      

   Statistics Canada. (2013b).  Immigration and ethnocultural diversity in Canada  (No. 99-010- 
X2011001). Minister of Industry. Retrieved from   http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs-enm/2011/
as-sa/99-010-x/99-010-x2011001-eng.cfm      

    Stoller, F. (2004). Content-based instruction: Perspectives on curriculum planning.  Annual Review 
of Applied Linguistics, 24 , 261–283.  

     Stoller, F. L. (2008). Content-based instruction. In N. Van Deusen-Scholl & N. H. Hornberger 
(Eds.),  Encyclopedia of language and education  (2nd ed., Vol. 4, pp. 59–70). New York: 
Springer.  

    Talmy, S. (2009). “A very important lesson”: Respect and the socialization of order(s) in high 
school ESL.  Linguistics and Education, 20 , 235–253.  

    Talmy, S. (2010). Achieving distinction through Mock ESL. In G. Kasper, H. T. Nguyen, 
D. Yoshimi, & J. Yoshioka (Eds.),  Pragmatics and language learning  (Vol. 12, pp. 215–254). 
Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i, National Foreign Language Resource Center.  

   Vancouver School Board. (n.d.).  Vancouver school board sectoral review: Our schools, our pro-
grams, our future . Author. Retrieved from    http://ourfuture.vsb.bc.ca/report/assets/documents/
sectoral_reviews21411.pdf        

4 Knowledge Mobilization and Innovation in the Development of a PBL Cohort…

http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2011/as-sa/98-314-x/98-314-x2011001-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2011/as-sa/98-314-x/98-314-x2011001-eng.cfm
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/tables-tableaux/sum-som/l01/cst01/demo33a-eng.htm
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/tables-tableaux/sum-som/l01/cst01/demo33a-eng.htm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs-enm/2011/as-sa/99-010-x/99-010-x2011001-eng.cfm
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs-enm/2011/as-sa/99-010-x/99-010-x2011001-eng.cfm
http://ourfuture.vsb.bc.ca/report/assets/documents/sectoral_reviews21411.pdf
http://ourfuture.vsb.bc.ca/report/assets/documents/sectoral_reviews21411.pdf

	Chapter 4: Knowledge Mobilization and Innovation in the Development of a PBL Cohort for Teaching English Language Learners: Successes, Challenges, and Possibilities
	Introduction
	 From TELL to TELL-Through-PBL
	 Collaborative Professional Conversations: Knowledge Mobilization and Innovation
	 The Study
	 Successes
	Infusion of ELL Issues
	 Integration of PBL Principles and Practice
	 Time on TELL
	 Collaboration and Communication

	 Challenges
	Frontloading
	 Working with Existing Cases
	 TELL Knowledge Mobilization
	 Loss of PBL Identity

	 Possibilities
	 Conclusion
	References


