
Dear TESOL-SPAIN members,
A new month begins, bringing with it a new school year and a host of
questions – is this the new normal? Are we there yet? 

Was your summer as busy and rewarding as Kevin Curtin’s, or spent
crossing off the days, quarantined in a darkened room? What is certain
is that we all deserved a break and with luck, we have recharged our
batteries and are ready for 2021/2022.

We asked our collaborators how they were faring and what this year’s
Back to School was looking like. Many thanks to Maria Antonia Castro,
Matt Doughty and Maureen Carroll for sharing their very different
professional experiences. I’m sure many of us will recognise much of
what they describe. Our correspondent in France, Juliana Bustamante,
gives some practical classroom ideas for starting back on the right foot,
and Jessica Mackay reveals how the centre where she works has taken
the brave step to branch out and expand in times of crisis.

Our featured article this month is by Riccardo Chiappini. After his very
well received webinar in April on Mediation tasks and strategies: Practical
tips for the ELT and CLIL classroom, Riccardo has spent his summer
writing an extremely interesting piece for us on Assessing Mediation. 

We hope you enjoy reading this issue, chock-full of articles, and we aim
to be back mid-month with news of our Webinar and Meet-Up
programme for the new year. Meanwhile, don’t miss the dates for your
diary, including the British Council annual Teaching for Success
conference at the end of September, the October 15th deadline for
speaker proposals our 45th Annual National Convention in March, an
invitation to TESOL-Cyprus in November, and the Call for Papers for
ELTRIA, April 2022.

So sharpen your pencils, polish your shoes and see you back at school!
All the best,
Rebecca, Ryan, Emi, Daniel and Ceri 
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This month's newsletter is brought to you in two parts - this is part 1! 



We all have very much enjoyed this summer break because we deserved it!
Learners and teachers needed these weeks to recharge energy, motivation
and enthusiasm: get-togethers with friends, meetings with the family and
just …taking it easy. Now, we’re going back to school and we have new
challenges ahead. We have learned a lot from the sanitary crisis, and we
have all grown together: learners and teachers. So it’s time to think about
new projects. I love that word: project. 

Classroom projects are very varied: there are mini-projects, short-term or
long-term projects. The purpose of this article is to refresh our memories
and discuss several proposals in order to enrich our English class and make
the experience of the target language more meaningful, motivating and
exciting for our learners and kick off the new school year!

Project-based-learning is a very useful resource that leads the learner to be
more independent, creative and confident with the language. Projects
empower students in their own learning and give learners another
dimension to the everyday class. A project is the perfect opportunity to go
beyond the classroom and discover new horizons or abilities. 

I’ll start with a personal experience related to journalism and English
teaching when I was based in Mexico City. I taught for 3 years in a public
high school (Colegio de Ciencias y Humanidades, Bachillerato de la
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México UNAM). It was huge, with
approximately 11 000 students, and you can imagine how many
laboratories, sports courts, classrooms and green areas we had. The
English groups were kind of small (about 20 students) and I was able to
teach what I was required to according to the program and I also had the
opportunity and freedom to set up my projects. 

We know that writing tasks are sometimes boring for students or maybe we
have not found a meaningful point to release our learners’ creativity. So I
asked them to write short articles about their student life or their social
activities and future plans. Nothing to do with the suggested writing
practice in my English textbook. They happily accepted the idea and then I
told them that some of these texts would be published in the school
journal and … they just could not believe it. This high school is so huge that
it actually has a press office with a media officer, photographer, editor… so I
spoke to the media officer about my Journalism-English project and he
loved it. Every two weeks my students’ articles were published alongside
their names… and it had an incredibly positive impact.

BACK TO SCHOOL  
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I have to be honest with you and admit that all I had to do was agree on deadlines, photos and topics with the
media officer and his professional team did the rest. Nevertheless, a writing experience like this can lead into a
formal journalism project for any school or institution and nowadays, as newsletters are easier to design, an
electronic publication can be the perfect showcase for encouraging students to write more. Of course, a
journalism project requires the involvement of the teachers or academic coordinators, but maybe there is
already a similar school newspaper or magazine that just needs a brush-up. The fundamental source of a project
like this will be the students’ texts sharing what they really care about, dream about and enjoy. 

Another long-term project in which my learners discovered for themselves the diversity of World Englishes, was
to create and design an investigation into English-speaking countries around the world. I gave them some
guidelines and it was really they who developed their own ideas: drawings, photos, cut-outs and sound included.
They were very interested, and they even asked me if they could take the last 20 minutes of every class to get
organised, compare their findings and work on it. I was very surprised! The result was a series of fantastic
posters about the UK, the US, Australia, Belize, Canada, Ireland and New Zealand – and my students becoming
experts on English speaking countries. It’s a fabulous topic that can be adapted for all ages - with younger
children drawing the flags and learning about their national symbols and teenagers discovering different accents.
The ideas are infinite and of course this project leads me to another topic everybody enjoys… folklore!

 
Folklore is a beautiful scenario to set up projects and students are always fascinated by legends, popular stories,
traditional songs or fantastic characters. Last summer I worked with a group of teenagers and one day I played
them some traditional music from Ireland and the US just for fun - and they went crazy, discovering new sounds
and imagining the stories behind the songs. They made up their own stories and even created short comics and
comic strips. For advanced learners it’s a good challenge to create a short funny message with a visual impact.
When I have groups with several students who draw very well, I often suggest they design a comic strip and they
usually love it.   

Finally, I want to mention how important laughter is in class. Tongue twisters, trivia or popular proverbs are a
good source of contests in teams. I love tongue twisters because learners try over and over to say them correctly
and when they ask me to say it, I can’t! The class could fix a specific date for the contest and rehearse the tongue
twisters before presenting them to each other – and much fun will be had, whether online or face to face.

Well, this is just a synthesis of some of my favourite ideas, and as I said before, now that we still have the taste of
summer and our batteries recharged, it’s a good moment to include new projects in our planning, and to refresh
our memories about activities that can lead our students into ambitious projects that will be remembered
forever. 

Enjoy heading back to school!
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The pandemic has turned everyone’s lives upside down, but it has
been particularly disruptive for private businesses such as mine,
where the number of pupils plunged almost 65%, from almost
700 to 400 from March to April 2020, yet keeping the same
number of teachers, since re-grouping students with different
levels almost at the end of the course would have reduced our
number of students even more.

With the first lockdown in 2020, a lot of parents were very
reluctant to have their children take online lessons, either
because they only had one computer at home and needed it for
work, or simply did not have a computer or internet at home. The
Covid-19 pandemic has shone a harsh light on inequality.
Other students left because their parents had been laid off and
could not spend money on extra classes. There were also those
who considered that online learning could wait. 

But we had to continue living and teaching and this is how
everything started: fearful teachers used to traditional teaching
and with poor computer skills had to face online teaching
overnight.

Not only did they have to learn how to teach online, upload
materials, share them, create breakout rooms, but also sort out
possible technological problems that might arise during their
lessons.

So this is how we finished the last term of 20/21, with anxiety and
uncertainty about what might happen in the following course.
We started September 2021 by going back to in-person classes
but with strict measures. Schools had to invest enormous
resources in terms of time, money, manpower and materials so
that they could operate within the parameters of Covid guidelines
which meant not only mask-wearing and social distancing but
adapting classrooms to the new situation: improved ventilation,
reducing class sizes, staggering arrival times, measuring
temperature, controlling regular hand-washing, always having
hand sanitizers on hand, and, and, and… 

Mª Antonia Castro is the Director of
the Escuelas de Idiomas EBENEN in
Torrejón de Ardoz and has a wide
experience in EFL as well as DaF
(German) teaching. She founded her
school in 1993 with the aim of
building an enthusiastic team of
teachers with her same passion:
LEARNING AND TEACHING,
developing materials, designing
activities, doing research on how to
motivate students and sharing all with
each other.
She has been a speaker at several
TESOL-SPAIN conferences and
regional events together with Silvia
Benítez, former TESOL-SPAIN board
member and still current colleague at
EBENEN.
Among her main interests are:
Methodology, Painting and Theatre.
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On top of that, we needed to even hire more teachers since we had to lower the ratio of students in class
depending on the size of the classrooms, which was an added problem and expense too.

Due to all this, some language schools in our area had to close permanently because they could not afford the
cost of so many new protocols.

The course began with online and offline lessons, a new approach to teaching had begun: hybrid teaching.
Apart from the cautious or fearful students who preferred to study from home, as soon as a student was
quarantined, they took the lesson online in order not to miss it. 

This was a nightmare for the teachers at our school, accustomed to either face to face or online lessons but
not to a mix of distance learning and in-person teaching. Being used to a lot of movement and physical
interaction in class, it was hard to adapt to the new situation. 

Some teachers complained that student engagement was reduced when the class was split between in-person
and remote attendees. Technical problems, or poor connectivity caused both online and in-person participants
to disengage and this frustrated the teachers.

Here are some testimonials from teachers:

Every cloud has a silver lining, or so they say!

Well, Covid-19 brought us DEATH, HORROR and FEAR! Basically FEAR of what’s ahead.

As teachers, this fell upon us like a ton of bricks! Very few had knowledge of ONLINE classes, not to mention the
various platforms to be conquered.

We all suffered the sudden “GETTING TO KNOW HOW TO WORK” with these platforms and not go crazy!
The experience, however, has been positive, in the way that we all learned new technology, as well as overcoming our
FEARS of ONLINE TEACHING.

There’s still much to be learned, but ONLINE, in all aspects, will more and more be part of our FUTURE.

HYBRID Teaching, for me, was the worst! Constant battles with technical problems form students, not seeing them (as
in so many online classes, only seeing a “LETTER”) and then those who were present, having to be patient and losing
out on the material being taught in class.

Yes, just like the experience with adult students, whether we like it or not, this is our FUTURE. 

All in all, it has caught up with us earlier than expected, but….we all need to acknowledge – THE FUTURE IS HERE! And
most probably, here to stay.
(Petra Stadlbauer, EFL and DaF Teacher)
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 Covid-19 has been a turning point in our daily life teaching. It has implied going the extra mile in online as well as in
face-to-face lessons. Moreover, teachers, like me, accustomed to physically interacting with my students, had to cope
with those having difficulties with the wifi connection owing to poor technical support at home. Personally, all in all,
this pandemic has helped a great deal to enhance my own methodology and grow even more as a teacher.
(Francisco Javier Alcázar, EFL Teacher)

HOWEVER, not everything has been negative:

We have learnt A LOT and not only about technology, methodology or new approaches to teaching but also
about Flexibility, Understanding, Empathy, Generosity, Patience and Cooperativeness.

But what does the future look like?

Education seems to have started recovering from the pandemic and it is essential that we have an open mind
and think positively. 

These are the facts that give me a positive boost:

Last year the English summer camps in our city were cancelled but this year we have summer camps in two
state schools and one at our academy and the three of them are full and running safely, of course, following
the Covid-19 protocols. 

We opened the registration period for 2021-22 in April and the figures look good. Interesting to point out that
around 90% of pupils prefer in-person classes.

Our profession does not allow us to stop, we are in a continuous learning process. Therefore, we should take
advantage of all we have learnt last year and make the most of it.

On behalf of my colleagues and myself, I would like to thank the publishing companies that with their
numerous webinars gave us tools and helped us adapt to the new teaching situation, and also to acknowledge
TESOL-SPAIN whose mini-convention in May last year was of great support, not to mention the Convention in
March this year.

Your future is only as bright as your mind is open. (Richard Wilkins)
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Branching out in times of crisis     

A global pandemic and the inevitable economic downturn
that follows may not be the most propitious time to expand
a language school, but that’s exactly what we decided to do
at EIM, Barcelona. The Escola d’Idiomes Moderns (EIM) is the
language school of the University of Barcelona. Founded in
1953, it is one of the oldest and largest language schools in
the city, offering courses in up to 15 different languages.
Until recently, our Teacher Training department has focused
on local workshops and the organization of conferences,
including ELTRIA (ELT Research in Action) and the Jornadas
Multilingües. In 2020, however, we decided to take on a new
challenge and offer CELTA and Delta preparation courses for
the first time in our 70-year history.

The pandemic has hit the ELT sector in Spain particularly
hard, but perhaps nowhere more spectacularly than in
Barcelona. While local, neighbourhood language schools, like
all small businesses, have had to draw on reserves of
resilience and resourcefulness to survive, we could have
been forgiven for thinking that some of the larger
institutions would be better equipped to weather the storm.
Maybe we should have learnt a lesson from the Institute of
North American Studies, a Barcelona institution since 1960,
which closed its doors a year prior to the pandemic, citing
the change in learning habits and the consequent drop in
student numbers as possible causes. Nevertheless, the
closure of Barcelona ELT powerhouses Merit and the IH
Eastern Spain group in 2020 still came as a shock, not least
to their own employees and students.
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Jessica Mackay has the RSA Dip. TEFLA, MA
and a PhD in Applied Linguistics. She is an
EFL teacher and head of Teacher Training at
the Escola d'Idiomes Moderns, Universitat de
Barcelona, lead editor on ‘ELT Research in
Action’, (2018, 2020), IATEFL Research SIG
committee member and Barcelona Area
Coordinator for TESOL Spain.

At the EIM we felt these losses particularly keenly. Our teaching staff are long-term residents, with an average
length of employment in the school of more than 15 years. Most of us had, at some time, taught at either IH or
Merit and been trained at IH Barcelona. Many of our friends and colleagues still worked for them. Barcelona,
with the hugely successful annual ELT conference, had become a global point of reference in teacher training
and development. Suddenly, a team of talented professionals and the legacy they had worked long and hard to
build were faced with an uncertain future.

BACK TO SCHOOL  

https://www.eim.ub.edu/eltria/en/proposal/
https://www.eim.ub.edu/eltria/en/proposal/
https://www.eim.ub.edu/language-teacher-trainings/en/conference/v-jornades-multilingues/


The closure of IH Barcelona had left the city without a centre offering both CELTA and Delta preparation.
Although the EIM seemed well suited to step in to fill this gap, this was by no means an easy decision. Being part
of the University of Barcelona comes with the responsibility of being part of a public institution. Decisions have
to be measured and risks weighed, and changes are slower to implement than in the private sector. In the end,
our decision to submit the application to Cambridge to become a new CELTA and Delta centre was motivated
by two factors: the quality and value that ex-IH tutors would bring to our school, and their ability to train our
experienced, highly-qualified teaching staff to expand into the field of teacher training and continue the high
quality work that had long made Barcelona a magnet for trainees.

The application process, which is separate for CELTA and Delta, started in October 2020. This involves
demonstrating the school’s viability as a training centre, in terms of staff, physical spaces and resources. There
are interviews and site inspections and, obviously, a financial outlay is involved in stocking the teacher training
library with the required texts. Perhaps the most important consideration is that parts of the application, such
as submitting the syllabus and course assignments would simply not have been completed without having an
experienced tutor on staff, even before any training courses were offered. This has only been possible thanks to
the faith our institution and management team have in the potential of this project and their vision that the
quality of the trainers will enable us to build a thriving Teacher Training department and take the EIM in new
directions.

We were successfully granted training centre status for CELTA in January 2021 and for Delta in May 2021. From
the outset, our philosophy has been to emphasise quality over quantity. To this end, we have decided to offer
full-time CELTA courses over five weeks, as recommended by Cambridge, rather than the more demanding
four-week schedule. We have chosen to keep groups as small as possible within Cambridge guidelines, in order
to provide a supportive and relaxed atmosphere in close contact with team members. We are looking forward
to welcoming trainees in the new academic year and to seeing a positive outcome to the events of the last 18
months.
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How many of you out there are freelance English teachers? And
how many have just thought about going it alone but not dared?
The chances are you’re in the second group and might still be
weighing up the possibility for the new course.  It’s certainly not
for everyone but here’s my experience after more than 20 years.

Being freelance (‘autónomo’) post-Covid has brought me many
rewards and it’s made me think a lot more about why I became
an English teacher in the first place: I love knowing that I’ve
helped someone to achieve their aim and it’s such a great feeling
when someone says thanks or gives you a great review for your
efforts. I’m not saying you don’t get that appreciation in an
academy but it’s not the same; being freelance means you can
offer a much more personalised service to students and their
parents by talking to them directly about objectives and
problems. 

In my case, my situation pre- and post-Covid, are very different: I
was mostly contracted to work in companies and giving classes in
academy but all that came to an abrupt halt in March 2020 when
most of these classes couldn’t continue. I was lucky, though: I had
contact details of some students and business clients as I’d been
teaching them for a long time and had a great relationship with
them. This meant I was able to go on teaching them online by
invoicing them directly myself rather than through an academy:
they saved my life! And I know that many of them were relieved
as they had been preparing for exams and really wanted to take
them as soon as the pandemic permitted. So, I completed the
course for those that wanted to despite the technological
challenges that we’ve all now got used to! Then it was a case of
‘word of mouth’, which led to more students for the new course.
And I also got a few new clients via online platforms, so it’s worth
writing yourself a good profile and getting reviews from satisfied
customers! In the end, I was tearing my hair out trying to fit
people into my schedule!!

 

Maureen Carroll, originally from
Colchester in England, is a freelance
English teacher who has been teaching
English in Bizkaia
since 1990. She has worked in academies
and taught business English in Spain and
France and is joint TESOL-SPAIN Area
Coordinator  for the Basque Country and
Navarra.



In fact, this last 20-21 course was crazy and sometimes I didn’t know if I was coming or going: a mixture of
online and face-to-face, some hybrid, timetable changes, new technology, exams, learning business admin,
the tax office, searching for new clients, dealing directly with parents, jointly setting up a physical workspace,
cleaning the office….. this is basically what you do when you are self-employed – everything!!! (And a little
help from your friends and family!). But I’m more prepared for this new course and very aware of how
important it is to be flexible from one moment to the next!

The downsides are plenty, of course: dealing with admin, answering emails and messages, meetings,
searching for new students, variable earnings and holidays, social security, and pension worries and, of
course, a certain lack of contact with other teachers (hence the advantages of joining TESOL-SPAIN!!). 

But if I weigh up what the benefits for me as a person and teacher have been, I’m sure being freelance is
right for me because I now need (at 53!) my autonomy and freedom to choose how, where and when I do
my classes. As far as money is concerned, I’m confident that I can earn more freelance as long as I’m
prepared to work hard and go on learning – that’s important: I think you should charge clients according to
your experience and training. Those buying your services need to see the difference between your classes
and those offering an unscrupulous 5 euros per hour online….. In the end, however, what drives me most is
that feeling of personally helping individuals to flourish…..there’s nothing like it! 

All in all (good ending for ‘articles’ exam teachers!), I think there is room for us all in the English teaching
world. The pandemic has opened up the market and given good professionals the chance to improve in so
many ways. Many of us have been surprised at what we are capable of and want to go on learning from this
opportunity. I’m really looking forward to the challenges ahead. So, if you think it might be for you, give
freelancing a go! You might never look back!

(If anyone has any questions about becoming freelance, please drop me a line at maureen.portu@gmail.com
– I’ll answer them if I can!)
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It’s mid-August and there’s not much time left before getting back to school. Since we closed for the summer at
the end of July, after finishing the summer camps, personally I haven’t really switched off. From some last-minute
recruiting to answering enquiries from parents to paying bills, there’s always something to be done. Add a house
move on top of that, this summer has been a busy one, to say the least!

As for the new year, it’s looking to be quite promising. Rewinding a bit, to put things into context, in March 2020
things did look bleak. We had to cancel all the kids classes and the afterschool groups, whilst we were able to
move secondary and adults classes online. Unfortunately, for the teachers, we did have to cancel several part-
time contracts. However, during the summer we took the decision to open a new academy in Amurrio, the next
town down the road. It might have seemed a bit risky, given we didn’t know how 2020-2021 would turn out but
we needed a fresh focus and something positive to get our teeth into to put the previous months behind us.

So, come September 2020 we opened the doors of our new premises in Amurrio and re-opened in Orduña.
We’d initially hired one full-time teacher, but it soon turned out to be a conservative estimate. People appeared
to be keener than ever to learn English and we soon had to take on three part-time teachers to meet demand. It
was pretty much business as usual in terms of how we were working. The main difference were the class sizes,
which we reduced from 8 to 6 students because of the COVID protocols. This, however, has its positives as now
we can give more attention to each student and thereby improve the standard of our classes. We get to know
each student much better, their needs and their interests, which allows us to give a much better level of service;
teachers can plan lessons that cater more to the individual and the group. As for the year, we did have a couple
of teachers who had to take time off for COVID and there were always one or two students self-isolating, but we
managed to finish the year on quite a positive note. In general, the students (both kids and adults) carried on as
normal. They were incredibly flexible and keen to make the most of the situation and not sit back and let the
situation get to them. They want to learn English and we want to teach English so that’s what we’ve been doing!

 

Matt Doughty. Originally from Reading, England, he moved
to Spain 17 years ago, starting in Cantabria before moving
to the Basque Country in 2013. Since 2018 he's been
running his own language academy, Matthew’s School of
English, in Orduña, Bizkaia, and  opened a second branch in
nearby Amurrio last September. He started a new role as AC
for Gipuzkoa in a brand-new regional team for the Basque
Country, Navarra and La Rioja just before the summer. In his  
spare time he loves hiking and sausage dogs! 
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 What about 2021-2022? The outlook is bright. Student numbers are up on last year and there’s now a team of
four full-time teachers due to start on 1st September, ready for onboarding and planning, before starting
classes mid-September. Although it’s August we’ve been receiving calls from families and I’m looking forward to
getting stuck in. 

We’ve learnt a few lessons from the past 18 months, but I’d say the most important one is to be bold and keep
going forwards. We’ve had to adapt the classes and try new things out, but life goes on. This has been an
opportunity to improve our service and product, cater to people’s needs and go that extra mile to help them
reach their goals. There are new challenges but, thankfully, not really related to COVID, more to the natural
evolution of the academy. We’re located in a “provincial” town so, from a management point of view, recruiting
teachers is probably our hardest task. Most teachers are based in larger cities, such as Bilbao or Vitoria-Gasteiz,
so we need to reach out to teachers to communicate the benefits of living and working in a small, close-knit
community, surrounded by mountains and nature. This is our number one challenge to continue and build on
the excellent work we do.

Amurrio school open for business
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Riccardo Chiappini Riccardo Chiappini is
an ELT materials writer, test-item writer,
editor and teacher trainer. He has written
assessment and mediation-related
materials as well as methodology articles
for major publishers and ministries of
education (Italy and Spain). He's the co-
author of 'Activities for Mediation' (DELTA
Publishing 2021) and is currently writing
his second book with DELTA Publishing.

Introduction

It’s only been a few years since mediation started appearing in
national foreign language curricula and exams across Europe
(Germany, Greece, Spain). But it didn’t take (minor and major)
publishers long to catch up with Ministries of Education and
national examination boards to start including mediation, by
name, in their own coursebooks, teacher’s books and teacher
training programmes (Macmillan, Oxford University Press,
Pearson), as well as online testing platforms (Linguaskill by
Cambridge Assessment English). 

As a result, teachers today have access to plenty more mediation
materials and a wider variety of methodology articles and
training resources that tell them how to run - and some even
how to create - activities for mediation. Despite that, little has still
been written about what they should do after they’ve run a
mediation activity. What should they consider to assess their
students’ performance as mediators? What are the assessment
criteria they should use? And what options do they have to do
this?

Before delving into the nitty gritty and providing some possible
answers to these questions, though, let’s define the scope of this
article. In the following sections, we’ll first unpack the meaning of
mediation as defined in the CEFRCV (Council of Europe 2020),
focusing on the social aspect of mediation and how this affects
the different ways information is ‘mediated’ (the three mediation
macro categories). After that, we’ll see how the theory can be
translated into practice and we’ll look at three mediation tasks,
that is, one task for each of the CEFRCV mediation macro
categories. Using these example tasks as reference, then, we’ll
finally probe into the hows and whys of assessing mediation, first
presenting the specific criteria teachers could use to assess their
students’ mediation performance, and then suggesting two ways
of conducting assessment, i.e. teacher-led assessment and
student-led assessment.

As the authors of the CEFRCV (1) explain, in mediation, “the user/learner acts as a social agent who creates
bridges and helps to construct or convey meaning, sometimes within the same language, [...] and sometimes from
one language to another (cross-linguistic mediation).” (Council of Europe 2020: 90).

 

(1)  Between January 2014 and April 2016, the Council of Europe’s Language Policy Unit carried out a project with the aim
of developing “a descriptive scheme and illustrative descriptors for mediation” (North & Piccardo 2016). The new
expanded section on Mediation and corresponding descriptors were first published in 2018, as the Companion Volume
with New Descriptors (Council of Europe 2018), which was then republished more recently, in 2020, as the CEFRCV
(Council of Europe 2020).
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(2)  Any type of text containing a message or information: i.e. a spoken text (a recorded lecture), a written text (an article), a
visual text (a graph) or a multimodal text (an infographic).

lack of sufficient knowledge of the topic or field the text is about: the target audience might not be familiar
with the topic of the text (astronomy, biology, medicine)
lack of relevant linguistic resources: the information 1) might be in a different language that the target
audience, group members or one of the parties involved in the mediation process, may not speak or
understand (English), or 2) is in a register within the same language that the target audience may well speak
but might nevertheless find difficult to understand (legal texts, tech and social media jargons)
lack of awareness of sociolinguistic and cultural elements that are present in the source text: the
information or concept to be mediated might not be present in the culture the target audience is from or
lives in (social customs, ceremonies, values)
lack of opportunities: the target audience may not be able to access the text because they don't have the
time or the appropriate tools to do it. 

From reading the definition, we can already appreciate the intrinsic social aspect of mediation. Mediation is in
fact the process in which someone (the mediator) acts as a social agent by:
1)making information contained in a text (2) accessible to someone else, i.e. Mediating a text
2)collaborating with other people to reach conclusions, find solutions or come up with new ideas, i.e Mediating
concepts
3)helping two or more people with different cultural backgrounds, views or values, to understand each other
and/or reach an understanding or agreement, i.e. Mediating communication.

In text mediation, the mediator processes information that is contained in a source text (spoken, written,
visual or multimodal), and then they pass it on to another person (the target audience) who doesn’t have access
to it. In other words, text mediators identify key information in a source text, and then summarise and explain it
- i.e. make it more accessible - for the other person, through a new target text (spoken or written). The target
audience might not have access to the content of this text because of linguistic, cultural, semantic or technical
barriers, or, as I like to call them, technical “lacks”: 

There are a total of seven different language activities that the authoring body of the CEFRCV have listed under
this category, some of them also focusing on visual data (Explaining data) and creative texts (Expressing a
personal response to creative texts). 

Concepts mediation, on the other hand, is the process of co-constructing meaning together with other
people (members of a group) in order to reach new conclusions and find new solutions. In this type of
mediation, each and every member in the group acts as a mediator, that is, all of them contribute with
information and process the information they receive from the other group members - or external sources - by
explaining, reformulating ideas and shaping a new text (a poster, presentation) or product (a demonstration of a
science experiment).

The two main groups of activities that can be found within this category are Collaborating in a group and
Leading group work.

Finally, communication mediation is the type of mediation that is most commonly associated with the world
outside the ELT classroom, namely intercultural encounters and conflict resolution. If in text mediation we had
the mediator mediating information and concepts between a text and a person (target audience), in
communication mediation the mediator mediates information and concepts between two people or groups of
people (parties) who don't understand each other because of any of the same reasons or “lacks” described for
text mediation above: the parties might not be familiar with the topic under discussion, or with the language or
register the other party is using and/or possible sociolinguistic and/or cultural elements the other party is
referring to during the interaction/conversation.
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(2)  Any type of text containing a message or information: i.e. a spoken text (a recorded lecture), a written text (an article), a
visual text (a graph) or a multimodal text (an infographic).

The three main activities listed under this category are in fact Facilitating pluricultural space, Acting as
intermediary and Facilitating understanding in difficult situations and disagreements.

In order to mediate information, mediators arm themselves with mediation strategies. In order to mediate
information contained in texts, for example, students will need to be able to select key information (and
therefore also omit information that isn’t relevant to a particular situation), summarise some pieces of
information and expand on others, paraphrase certain parts in the text, explain what is (but also what isn’t)
explained in the text, and even translate in case the text is in a language the target audience doesn’t
understand. The same can be said for communication mediation, where group members will explain and
reformulate ideas, paraphrase what someone else might have said, and finally also combine ideas to reach a
conclusion. On top of these, in communication mediation, the mediator will have to summarise and explain
any sociolinguistic or cultural references made by the parties involved in the interaction/conversation, as well
as translate or adapt the language in case one of the two parties doesn’t understand the language or register
the other is using.

Example tasks - the practice
Now that we have a broader picture of what mediation is and entails, let’s have a look at three tasks designed
for each of the three mediation macro categories. In the section that follows, then, I’ll refer back to these tasks
and use them as examples to explain the different elements and concepts of assessment in mediation.

Example task 1: Nail your essay
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Example Task 2: Black Holes

Example Task 3: With a  little help from my friends 

Example Task 3: With a  little help from my friends - role cards  

All tasks from Chiappini & Mansur 2021
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Overall mediation
Mediation strategies
Appropriacy
Accuracy

Text mediation: Has the mediator passed the key points from the source text on to their target audience? Using
Example task 1 (Nail your essay!) as reference, Has the mediator passed all the relevant points from the lecture
on to their friend who needs to edit her essay?
Concepts mediation: To what extent has each team member participated and contributed in group work? Using
Example task 2 (Black holes) as reference, Have students reported the main information from their texts and
then combined these together to create the poster? 
Communication mediation: Has the mediator helped the parties understand each other and come to an
agreement? And have the parties helped the mediator by collaborating with each other to understand one
another? Using Example task 3 (With a little help “for” my friends), Has the friend translated the main points of
what the relatives said? Have the relatives made it easier for the translator to understand them, e.g., by providing
them with repetitions, clarifications, etc., when necessary?

Example task 1 (Nail your essay!): How clearly has the mediator summarised and explained the relevant points?
Have they left out any important key points from the source text? Have they expanded on any
information/concepts from the lecture? To what effect on the target audience?
Example task 2 (Black holes): How well have they combined, summarised and explained the information from
their own source text in their posters? Is the information relayed (and the way it was relayed) clear and appropriate
for the target audience?
Example task 3 (With a little help “for” my friends): How well has the mediator conveyed/translated (cultural
elements, shades of meaning, etc.) from the students’ L1 into English? When they weren’t able to find equivalents in
English, which other mediation strategies did they use (explaining, paraphrasing, summarising, etc.)?

Assessing mediation - the after-task

1. What to assess in mediation
Broadly speaking, assessing mediation means assessing whether or not the students completed the task
successfully, which mediation strategies they have employed to complete it and how they have used these,
along with any other relevant linguistic and non-linguistic resources at their disposal. And so the criteria to look
at when assessing mediation might be:

As we’ll see in the explanation below, each of these criteria will focus on slightly different elements depending
on the mediation category each task corresponds to (i.e. text, concepts or communication mediation).

Overall mediation
This is what we can call “task achievement”. For each of of the three mediation categories, the main questions
teachers should answer are:

Mediation strategies
Teachers also need to assess whether the mediator has used the appropriate mediation strategies, as well as
how they have used these to pass the source information through and on to the target audience.

Using the example tasks from the previous section as reference, some questions teachers should answer to
assess mediation strategies could be:
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and last but not least, the CEFRCV descriptors, that is, the ‘can do’ statements that explain what students
are expected to do at each level of proficiency. The following is one of the A2 descriptors that can be used
to create the communication mediation task With a little help for my friends:

answer the same or an adapted version of the questions, for example, for peer assessment the questions
will start with Has your partner… , while for self-assessment they will begin with Have I…
use the same or even an adapted version of the rubrics, for example:

the same or an adapted version of the CEFRCV descriptors the task is designed around. And so the same
descriptor above could be presented to A2 students as

Can communicate (in Language B) the overall sense of what is said (in Language A [or B] (3) ) in everyday situations,
following basic cultural conventions and conveying the essential information, provided this is articulated clearly and
they can ask for repetition and clarification. (Council of Europe 2020: 116)

Finally, in terms of marking, depending on the different tools teachers may use to assess mediation, be it
through questions, rubrics or descriptors from the CEFRCV, they could either decide to grade each criterion as
very satisfactory, satisfactory or in need of improvement, or even to assign a numerical mark to each of the criteria,
for example 5 = highest mark; 1 = lowest mark.

Student-led assessment
As also suggested in Chiappini & Mansur 2021, in order to assess their own mediation performance, students
could use the same tools available to teachers. They could in fact:

I explained my point of view clearly, respecting and considering others' opinions and values. When I didn’t understand
what someone said, I asked them to repeat, and when others didn’t understand what I said, I repeated it differently to
make it easier for them.

Students would therefore be asked to reflect and answer the questions, use the rubrics or CEFRCV descriptors,
and tell each other how they think their partners or themselves performed as mediators, or even to give each
other marks, again, either through a very satisfactory/in-need-of-improvement or a 5/1 scale.

Note that for this section I’ve proposed the same assessing tools for both teacher- and student-led assessment.
However, there are many more assessment-for-learning activities (checklists, grids, dossiers, portfolios, learning
journals) that teachers could use in class for their students not only to learn about how they can better assess
their own mediation performance, but also and more importantly, their own learning in general. For a deeper
dive into this type of activities, I would suggest reading Activities for Alternative Assessment (Delta
Publishing/Klett, 2021), a collection of formative assessment activities that teachers can use with any type of
language task or skill.
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(3) Note that here ‘Language A [or B]’ stands for what is contained in the source text, regardless of whether it’s the same
language (B) or in a different language (A). 18



think of questions to answer for each of the assessment criteria as presented in the previous section
(Overall mediation: How clearly has the mediator summarised and explained the relevant points?)

Appropriacy
This refers to the style, register, length and organisation of the text (or texts) that the mediator has produced. In
text mediation (Nail your essay!), this will be the target text, i.e. the audio message to their friend: Is the audio
message informal/friendly? Is it short but exhaustive?.

In concepts mediation (Black holes), on the other hand, this will not only refer to the way the team members
refer and talk to each other (are they work colleagues or friends?), but also to the product they have to create if
required, i.e. their poster for the exhibition: Is the poster appropriate for the target context and audience?

And finally, in communication mediation, this will be the whole interaction/conversation between the mediator
and each of the parties: Have they used polite forms to refer to each other? Has the mediator managed to adapt the
information taking into account the knowledge and cultural background of each of the party?

Accuracy
Errors and/or mistakes sometimes do impede understanding and, therefore, the whole mediation process
itself: the audience might not understand what the text says, groups might fail to come to a conclusion and
parties may grow even further from each other. And so the question to answer here would be: Was the
information reported by the mediator ‘accurate’? Accuracy here isn’t only of the language the students in the role
of the mediator use, though, but also of the information that they report. Sometimes, in fact, the mediator
might pass on an inaccurate number, date, name or price, or even the wrong way to interpret a social rule. This
might well lead the target audience to misunderstand some key points, group members to disagree, or parties
to simply abandon the mediation table.

2. How to assess mediation
Teachers can decide whether to assess their students’ mediation performance themselves (teacher-led
assessment) or give students the chance of doing it on their own instead (student-led feedback).

Teacher-led assessment
As suggested in Chiappini & Mansur 2021, to do this, teachers can:

use rubrics containing the specific elements each criterion will focus on (see example rubric below)
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answer the questions (Have they left out any important key points from the source text? Have they expanded
on any information/concepts from the lecture?)
focus on the specific elements in the rubric (‘Audio message includes all the key points from the lecture
that are relevant for the friend’)?
use the information in the CEFRCV descriptor (Can communicate (in Language B) the overall sense of
what is said (in Language A [or B]))?

Challenges
Mediation has been described as the most ‘complex’ of the other language skills (North & Docherty 2016:
24). This doesn't absolutely mean, though, that teachers will find mediation difficult to run in their class or
that students will find it impossible to learn. However, there are a couple of challenges that assessing
mediation poses to the ELT teacher, and these are: 1) assessing cross-linguistic mediation tasks and 1)
how and when to focus on language in mediation.

Language (grammar and vocabulary)
Mediation tasks shouldn't be used as language practice activities. As we’ve seen above, accuracy is only one
of the criteria to consider for assessing students’ mediation performance. Some teachers might focus too
much on language and forget about all the other criteria, but mediation can also be successful without using
language that is always correct. However, it can happen that students fail to mediate information because of
grammatical mistakes or bad lexical choices, leading the target audience (or other group members or the
mediator and the other party) to misinterpret what they say and eventually to the mediation line to break.
Then the question here might be: What should I do if this happens? When am I supposed to teach the language
that my students need to complete the task? Do I have to do it before or after they do the task? First of all, for
students to do a task, mediation or not, it has to be within their reach, and so within their level and
appropriate for their age group. However, if the teacher knows that their students will have to use some
lexical items or structures they might not be familiar with and that they might not be able to complete the
task because of this, then they can always pre-teach these. On the other hand, if teachers haven’t pre-taught
useful language and the students aren’t able to complete the task successfully because of this, then this
becomes a great opportunity for teachers to create even better conditions for learning to happen in their
class, that is, by letting their students reflect on the reasons why they failed the task. After the first (failed)
attempt to complete the task, teachers could proceed to remediate and run a focus-on-forms (not on form)
session. This will allow the students to understand why the task didn’t go as it should, as well as how they
could do better the second time they attempt to complete the same task or in the next mediation task.

Cross-linguistic mediation
In a cross-linguistic version of the text mediation task Nail your essay!, for example, the source text (i.e. the
lecture about how to write a good essay) would be in the students’ L1 (Spanish). Now, independently of the
tools teachers may decide to use to assess this task, be it by answering questions, using rubrics or relevant
CEFRCV descriptors, they will nevertheless have to be able to understand the source text, which, again, is in
the students’ L1, or at least they need to know which points in the source text are key and therefore relevant
to the target audience. Otherwise, how would they be able to

20
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This means that in cross-linguistic mediation tasks, although teachers will still be able to assess some
aspects of the task (appropriacy and accuracy), it’ll be challenging for them to assess their overall mediation
and mediation strategies if they aren’t sufficiently familiar with their students’ L1 and culture. That said, even
if teachers aren’t proficient speakers or connoisseurs of their students’ L1 and culture, and therefore might
not be able to give a thorough evaluation of their students’ performance in this type of mediation tasks,
cross-linguistic mediation provides teachers and students with the perfect chance to get into real cross-
linguistic and cross-cultural mediation, a process in which the students become real mediators and try to
build bridges across their own language and culture and their teacher.
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STORIES FROM AFAR - 
Teaching refugees in Scotland 

 The Stirling School of English, a volunteer-run organisation based in
central Scotland, has recently completed a special six-week project to
help refugee students develop their digital literacy skills. Although the
school was able to provide learners with laptops or notebook PCs for
them to attend online classes during the pandemic, it was still
necessary to help them overcome the second level of the digital divide,
namely having the confidence and skills to use the technology
effectively.

With assistance from Foundation Scotland, Corra Foundation and the
Scottish Refugee Council, the school was able to deliver six weeks of
online one-to-one tuition for 17 students, the majority of whom are
resettled refugees from Syria and Sudan. Classes covered fundamental
IT skills, digital literacy for everyday life (for example, email and online
banking) through to the more advanced skills essential for further
education, training and employment.

The project relied on a fantastic team of volunteer ESOL/EFL tutors,
some of whom came forward in response to a post on the message
boards at this year's TESOL-SPAIN National Convention. As Project
Manager with the School of English, I am especially grateful for the
effort, commitment and enthusiasm shown by TESOL-SPAIN members
Catherine Clark, Francesa Di Mambro, Claire Parsons, Sandra Rodrigues
and Harry Waters. Thanks to their invaluable assistance, our 'New Scots'
have been able to work on digital skills that will not only help them learn
English but will also make a huge difference in their everyday lives.
 
 

Kevin Curtin has been a
member of TESOL-SPAIN since
2019 and currently teaches
resettled refugees in Glasgow
and Stirling. He doesn't do
social media, but you're
welcome to contact him at
kevin@kevincurtin.ie

https://stirlingschoolofenglish.com/
https://stirlingschoolofenglish.com/
mailto:kevin@kevincurtin.ie
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Upcoming Events   
Don't miss out on this exciting event! Click on the poster to find out more. 

Calls for Papers   
Intersted in presenting? ! Click on the posters to find out more. 

https://cytea.weebly.com/uploads/1/0/8/5/108581733/callforpapers_new_2021.pdf
https://www.eim.ub.edu/eltria/en/proposal/
https://www.britishcouncil.es/en/events/teaching-success-2021
https://www.tesolspainonline2022.com/callforpapers
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