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ABSTRACT

This study compares the undergraduate academic achievement of domestic 
English language learners (ELLs) of different age on arrival (AOA) cohorts to 
native English speakers (NS), all of whom graduated from local high schools. 
The broad research question that frames the study is how the literacy levels of 
ELLs of different AOA cohorts influence retention, progress, and grade point 
average (GPA) as indicators of academic success. Findings suggest that ELLs 
are resilient and determined as they make progress toward degree status. 
However, their progress and achievement, regardless of AOA, is fraught with 
challenges. This outcome represents a loss of educational capital for Canada 
in an economy that needs the participation of these students, who are among 
our brightest and best. Suggestions are made for policy reform, pedagogy, 
and service provision for ELLs at university. 

RÉSUMÉ

Cette étude compare la réussite scolaire universitaire des apprenants 
d’anglais langue étrangère arrivés au Canada à différents âges, à celle de 
locuteurs natifs qui ont obtenu leurs diplômes d’études secondaires d’une 
école du pays. L’objectif de cette étude est de mieux comprendre les niveaux 
de compétences académiques en lecture et en écriture des jeunes apprenants 
d’anglais langue étrangère arrivés au Canada à différents âges, et de saisir 
comment ces niveaux influencent la rétention, le progrès et la moyenne 
pondérée cumulative comme indicateurs de réussite scolaire. Les résultats 
suggèrent que les apprenants d’anglais langue étrangère font preuve de 
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résilience et sont déterminés à réussir au fur et à mesure qu’ils progressent 
vers l’obtention de leur diplôme. Toutefois, indépendamment de leur âge 
à leur arrivée au Canada, ces apprenants font face à des difficultés qui se 
reflètent dans leurs résultats académiques. Cette situation représente une 
perte de capital éducationnel pour l’économie canadienne qui a besoin de 
leur participation  : Ces étudiants comptent parmi les meilleurs et les plus 
brillants du système éducatif. Les auteurs formulent des suggestions de 
réforme politique, de pédagogie adaptée et de prestations de services qui 
pourront être avantageuses aux étudiants d’anglais langue étrangère de 
niveau universitaire. 

The number of English language learners (ELLs) in major school jurisdictions has 
grown at exponential rates over the past decade (Calgary Board of Education, 2008; Com-
munity Social Planning Council of Toronto, 2005; Ward, 2002). ELLs are either first-
generation immigrants or Canadian-born children of immigrants; the literature generally 
describes them as Generation 1.5 (Harklau, 1993). Increasingly, these students represent 
a significant proportion of first-year admissions to university. Their learner profile has 
also been under-researched in the context of their participation in advanced or higher 
education (Fox, 2005). Macro-level data in the form of graduation rates from high school 
and university for immigrants and the children of immigrants lack the precision and de-
tail of data analysis to offer a meaningful rendering or a prediction of their educational 
trajectory at university (Abada, Hou, & Ram, 2008; Alberta Education, 2009; British Co-
lumbia Ministry of Education, 2009). 

Education and training are the most important investments society can make to ensure a 
high quality of life (Becker, 1993). As well, the global economy is increasingly characterized 
by technology, communication, and innovation, with high educational and literacy levels 
(educational capital) required to compete in this environment (Conference Board of Cana-
da, 2008). Moreover, the dual trends of demographic shift and global migration challenge 
First World economies not only to invest in developing educational capital, but also to in-
clude the language learning needs of newly arriving immigrants so they, too, can make their 
full contribution to the economic and social well-being of their newly adopted homeland. 

In this study, we report on the educational outcomes of 128 ELLs, graduates from local 
high schools, who were admitted to the University of Calgary (U of C) between 1996 and 
2002. Our research compares the undergraduate academic achievement of ELLs of differ-
ent age on arrival (AOA) cohorts who graduated from local Calgary high schools with the 
undergraduate academic achievement of their native English-speaking (NS) counterparts.

The nature of our work is exploratory: starting with university graduation rates for 
these students, we provide retrospective insights into their academic achievement by 
identifying six measures of educational achievement. We compare these measures to 
those of a random sample of 120 NS, noting differences on all measures. These differ-
ences support the claim of lost educational capital among ELLs, a loss that we attribute to 
underdeveloped academic language proficiency. 

This article is organized as follows. We begin with background information to offer 
context for the reader and to develop a rationale for the study. We provide a brief review 
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of the literature on second language acquisition as it relates to developing the level of 
proficiency required for advanced academic studies. We then describe our study design 
and methodology, and report and discuss our findings. The findings suggest directions 
for policy and program reform in a variety of areas. We advocate for stronger English for 
academic purposes programming for ELLs in their K–12 schooling, in their transition to 
university, and in the academic journey of their university studies. 

BACKGROUND

	 Canada’s most recent immigration wave, beginning around 1990, may be described 
as a “brain gain.” According to Thompson (2008), visible minorities who are newly ar-
rived in Canada are far more likely to have a university education than the general popu-
lation: 51% of people who immigrated to Canada between 2001 and 2006 had a university 
degree compared to 20% among the general Canadian population. Immigrants, in turn, 
are more likely to encourage, even pressure, their children toward higher education. The 
vast majority of immigrants, however, do not speak English and do not integrate into the 
economy commensurate with their potential to contribute (Zong, 2004). This outcome 
represents a loss of educational capital for Canada and for the next generation if the chil-
dren of these immigrants fail to realize their full educational potential.

There is a strong desire among these students for post-secondary studies at univer-
sity leading to careers in professions associated with engineering, business, and sciences 
(Fox, 2005). As newcomers, they are determined and resilient, and they, along with their 
parents, expect high achievement in the educational, economic, and political institutions 
that provide access to the opportunity structures of Canadian society. In short, immi-
grants believe that a good education leads to a good job and, in turn, a quality of life 
that makes Canada a sought-after country of destination, if not for themselves, then for 
their children. Immigrant parents have high academic expectations for their children, 
including participation in post-secondary school studies, especially at university (Gray-
son, 2008; Krahn & Taylor, 2005). Academic success for these children, increasingly the 
Canadian-born children of immigrants who do not speak English at home, depends on 
their acquisition of academic language proficiency. 

The educational success of immigrant children and the children of immigrants, there-
fore, is critical to Canada’s future economic success. Canada’s position in the global econ-
omy depends on high literacy rates and the ability to leverage creative potential. Canada 
aims to remain one of the world’s most vibrant and wealthy societies in this new millen-
nium. The Conference Board of Canada (2008) provided indicators of Canada’s economic 
performance and educational achievement that point to the challenges ahead: Canada 
slipped from third to eleventh place in economic competitiveness over the last three dec-
ades. On educational and literacy measures, there are further reasons for concern: four in 
10 working-age Canadians have literacy levels that are inadequate for the demands of the 
workplace. Canada also underperforms at the highest levels of educational attainment, 
producing relatively few PhDs, particularly in mathematics, sciences, computer sciences, 
and engineering. These disciplines can contribute to Canada’s innovation capacity and 
ability to commercialize its educational capital. It is only high commodity prices in the oil 
and gas sector that are providing relative protection for Canada from the harsh effects of 
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the current global economic recession. The Conference Board of Canada (2008) recom-
mended significant investment in educational spending and workplace training programs 
to respond to the challenges of the global marketplace. Further, to achieve this goal, en-
rolment in graduate school programs was recommended to increase by as much as 50% 
by 2010 (McQueen, 2002). 

First-year admissions show a significant increase in ELLs of all AOA, including the 
Canadian-born children of immigrants, for those universities located in cities experien-
cing rapid increase in ELLs in the K–12 system. At the U of C, where our work takes place, 
we estimate that some 44% of first-year student admissions are ELLs (Roessingh & Doug-
las, 2011). This participation rate is remarkable, given that ELLs represent 25% of the 
general population of the Calgary Board of Education (2008), the U of C’s single largest 
source of new student intake. ELLs represent 25% to over 50% of the population of many 
other large urban school boards in Canada, notably Toronto (Community Social Planning 
Council of Toronto, 2005) and Greater Vancouver (Ward, 2002).

Abada, Hou, and Ram (2008) reported extraordinarily high graduation rates for ELLs. 
Their data were supported by the Youth in Transitions Survey, or YITS (Human Resour-
ces Development Canada, 2000), which began in 2000 and is now in its fifth cycle. Min-
istries of Education, notably those in Alberta and British Columbia, likewise publish high 
school graduation data for ELLs reflecting rates of 76% and 82%, respectively, surpassing 
the outcomes for the general high school population. Roessingh (2004) recorded a high 
school graduation rate of 78% among ELLs at a local high school, many of whom are also 
represented in the data in this study. 

Clearly, ELLs are overrepresented in students who are university bound. Popular 
media coverage of the YITS report also emphasized this point: “Immigrant kids outpace 
native-born at university: StatsCan study shows children of Chinese immigrants most 
likely to graduate” (Proudfoot, 2008); “If you’re a new Canadian, ‘you go to university’” 
(Church, 2009). 

Graduating from high school is one thing, but successful engagement with the de-
mands of university is another. Roessingh and Douglas (2011) found that the overwhelm-
ing majority of ELLs were unprepared for the demands of first-year university. ELLs were 
overrepresented among those who failed the Grade 12 English language arts diploma 
examination (in Alberta, English 30-1) or who achieved 55–60% as their total score (50% 
diploma examination and 50% teacher-awarded mark). This outcome reflects the stu-
dents’ linguistic vulnerability which places them at risk in their post-secondary studies. 

At U of C, ELLs overwhelmingly achieve either marginal or failing marks on the Ef-
fective Writing Test, a requirement at the time of this study for all students who achieved 
less than 75% on the diploma examination. A survey of U of C faculty members revealed 
deep concern about students’ writing skills (Brent, Andre, Oakleaf, Watt & Levey, 2002, 
p.1). Brent et al. add: “More troubling, a large proportion of students who fail the test have 
English as a second language. It is hard to identify who these students are as not all of 
them are visa students: many are Canadian residents or Canadian citizens and therefore 
are hard to track” (2002, p. 13). A small internal study of the Effective Writing Program 
(Andre, 2002), however, suggested that as many as 90% of students who were struggling 
to fulfill the EW requirement by the end of the spring term following their entry were 
likely to be ELLs. In other words, most of the students who did not fulfill the Effective 
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Writing Requirement had English as a second language. Unfortunately, many ELLs do 
not perceive themselves as needing instructed support, or naively believe they can some-
how evade this requirement. 

Developing advanced levels of academic English language proficiency lies at the heart 
of academic success for ELLs. 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE: 
DEVELOPING ACADEMIC LANAGUAGE PROFICIENCY

The term English language proficiency may be conceived as describing a broad ar-
ray of language abilities including basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS) and 
cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP). The constructs of BICS and CALP as 
originally articulated by Cummins (1981) provide a framework for describing the unfold-
ing language learning demands of daily social interaction and the academic language and 
literacy required for the demands of content and curriculum associated with higher levels 
of education. BICS may be characterized as here and now; that is, everyday language for 
basic communication purposes that may be accomplished with a vocabulary of 3,000 to 
5,000 high-frequency words. CALP, on the other hand, is characterized by abstract uses 
of language (for example, metaphor, symbolism, and specialized and technical uses) that 
require language itself for interpretation and comprehension.

It is generally accepted that ELLs can develop BICS proficiency within two years of 
their arrival and participation in an English-speaking school setting (Garcia, 2000). De-
veloping CALP, however, is a long and gradual process. Consider that an academically 
competent NS high school graduate who aspires to university attendance is estimated to 
have a vocabulary of 18,000 word families (that is, a root word together with its inflected 
forms, or some 85,000 words) and reads at well above grade level.

Age on arrival (and, by proxy, the level of first language achievement, or L1, and educa-
tional attainment) and the length of residence have long been recognized as key variables 
in determining language achievement and, by extension, educational achievement in the 
second language, or L2 (Hakuta, Butler, & Witt, 2000; Klesmer, 1993; Thomas & Collier, 
2002; Twyford, 1987). Students who arrive at over the age of 14 have many advantages: 
they have already crossed a key literacy threshold in their first language associated with 
the shift from learning to read to reading to learn, a shift that is generally identified as 
Grade 4 equivalent (Lee & Shallert, 1997; Roberts, 1994). They have metacognitive aware-
ness and can independently deploy learning strategies, they have well-developed study 
skills, and they have encoded curriculum content, concepts, and skills in key academic 
disciplines in the first language (Li, 2004). Transferring this information, or mapping new 
language onto pre-existing cognitive frameworks, is far less onerous than having to “build 
from scratch” in a language the child is only beginning to learn. Such is the challenge 
facing the younger arrival, or the Canadian-born children of immigrant parents. Various 
studies have suggested a two-year language gap by Grade 6 (August, Carlo & Calderón, 
2005; Klesmer, 1993; Roessingh & Elgie, 2009), and other studies have indicated that 
this gap only widens over time. For example, Cameron (2002) recorded significant gaps 
in lexical knowledge at surprisingly low levels (that is, at approximately Grade 4) among 
ELLs with a mean age on arrival of four years and six months, even 10 years after their 
immersion in English-medium instruction. 



85

CJHE / RCES Volume 42, No. 1, 2012

Educational Outcomes of English Language Learners at University / H. Roessingh & S. R. Douglas

Roessingh (2008), in linking vocabulary and reading comprehension scores to achieve-
ment outcomes on the Grade 12 English 30-1 diploma examination, noted that both older 
arrivals and younger arrivals could achieve marks of 55–59% with approximately a Grade 
9 reading comprehension score. Older arrivals, however, could achieve this outcome with 
a lower measured vocabulary than younger arrivals. The older arrivals were presumably 
mediating the vocabulary gap by using L1 translation strategies where the correspond-
ing lexical information was already encoded. Roessingh also cautioned that older arrivals 
may nevertheless be at academic risk in tertiary settings when they outgrow their ability 
to use L1 proficiency to make meaning in L2. 

For all ELLs who graduate from high school in Canada, therefore, the journey through 
post-secondary schooling are likely to present challenges largely attributable to their un-
derdeveloped CALP proficiency. For every AOA cohort group, there is a tipping point, 
a point at which English must overtake the first language for the purposes of academic 
study. All AOA cohort groups appear to encounter this tipping point by first- or second-
year university. Younger arrivals must travel the educational trajectory largely in English: 
they experience code-switching and “tipping” into English very early after their first expo-
sure to English, and they thereafter are forever chasing a moving target (Wong Fillmore, 
1991). They may never fully close the linguistic gap. Older arrivals run into academic dif-
ficulties as well, at some point beyond Grade 12 when the distance between the students’ 
level of CALP and the requirements of advanced academic study at university becomes 
too great to mediate through the first language (Jiang & Kuehn, 2001). For this reason, 
instructors at college and university may perceive all ELLs at educational risk regardless 
of AOA and describe these students as Generation 1.5. 

The demands of university studies place a high premium on tasks that require CALP 
(Dunworth, 2008): advanced reading, independent library and internet research, group 
work and presentations, and writing following discipline-specific genre conventions and 
expectations (reports, lab assignments, various types of essays, notes from lecture infor-
mation). It is not only reading and writing that matter. ELLs’ overall language and literacy 
levels are challenged by problem-solving tasks that require the active and collaborative 
construction of meaning and understanding. From a literacy perspective, university stu-
dents may be expected to read at a level well above Grade 12, given the participation of 
the upper quintile of high school students who may be expected to meet this challenge. 
Advanced reading materials are also characterized by a linguistic burden because of the 
sheer density of low-frequency words in a given text. Laufer (1992) set the threshold of 
vocabulary comprehension at 98% to make meaning of academic information. Roessingh 
and Douglas (2011) demonstrated the challenge confronting ELLs when they face the de-
mands of university textbooks. It is this factor that underlies their academic struggles as 
they move forward. Perhaps the most striking finding in Roessingh and Douglas’s study 
relates to the performance gap on the English 30-1 diploma examination for ELLs (aver-
aging 56%) and NS students (averaging 71%).  This shortfall cannot be mitigated, for ex-
ample, by a perceived advantage in mathematics that many ELLs believe will carry them 
through their post-secondary studies. 
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STUDY DESIGN

When our research project began in 2004, the U of C had no mechanism for identify-
ing ELLs among newly admitted first-year students. Our database was generated from the 
names of students attending the U of C who were known to have received ELL support 
within the local public school board and who had participated in small-scale studies con-
ducted by the research team (Roessingh, 2004; Roessingh & Kover, 2003). This sample of 
convenience is recognized as a limitation of the work at hand. The students’ names were 
submitted to the office of University of Calgary Institutional Analysis, where personnel 
with the required security clearance for access into the registrar’s database assembled the 
information we requested. 

The registrar’s database generated files for 74 ELL students who arrived in Canada 
as adolescents (older arrivals, aged 14 and above) and for 54 ELL students who arrived 
as children (younger arrivals under 14). A further sample of 120 NS students was ran-
domly selected from the database as a group for comparison. The students entered U of 
C between 1996 and 2002. Before the data were released to us for research purposes, the 
students’ names were masked for reasons related to Freedom of Information and Privacy 
(FOIP) legislation. Table 1 summarizes the number of students by category.

Table 1
Number of Students by Student Category

Student Category Number of Students

ELL older arrivals in Canada (aged 14+) 74

ELL younger arrivals in Canada 54

NS comparison group 120

N = 248

We began to explore the data to reflect on successful degree completion and then fol-
lowed up with a more refined analysis. From the initial sample, we selected 45 randomly 
sampled graduates who obtained a degree from the U of C. These university graduates 
were graduates from Alberta high schools, and they were all students who used Grade 
12 mathematics (Pure Math PMAT 30) for entry into the U of C. Table 2 summarizes the 
number of students by category and identifies their degree subject.

METHODS

IBM SPSS Statistics 19 was used to provide a simple analysis of variation (ANOVA), and 
the Tukey HSD Post Hoc Test was applied when comparing the different groups of students 
in order to find statistically significant differences. For other analyses, given the exploratory 
nature of this study, the methods used were graphical summaries of the data at hand. 

FINDINGS

In this section, we report our findings for the two AOA cohort groups of ELL stu-
dents (older arrivals and younger arrivals) and the comparison group of NS students. Six 
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measures of educational achievement are presented, including graduation rates, average 
graduation GPA, GPA greater than 3.0 (on a 4.0 scale), numbers of credits attempted but 
not earned, time to completion in semesters of study before graduation, and incidence of 
academic probation.

Graduation rates for students entering university with Math 30 are illustrated in Fig-
ure 1. In addition to outcomes for our AOA cohorts of ELLs and the NS comparison group, 
we present the graduation rates for the U of C general population and for the general 
population with ELLs disaggregated. 

Table 2
Further Analysis of Successful Graduates From the University of Calgary Controlled 
for Alberta High Schools and Math 30

Student 
Category

Number of  
Students

Degrees

ELL older arrivals in 
Canada

15 1 Commerce, 1 Psychology, 1 International  
Relations, 1 Biology, 1 Chemistry, 2 Economics,  
2 Computer Science, 6 Engineering

ELL younger  
arrivals in Canada

15 1 Nursing, 1 Commerce, 1 International Relations, 1 Chemis-
try, 1 Biology, 1 Actuarial Science,  
2 Engineering, 7 Economics

NS comparison group 15 1 Psychology, 1 Linguistics, 1 Political Science,  
1 Canadian Studies, 1 Nursing, 1 Sociology,  
2 Zoology, 2 Computer Science, 5 Engineering
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Figure 1
A Comparison of Graduation Rates (%) at the University of Calgary

Older 
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We observed that ELLs (both older and younger arrival cohort groups) graduate in 
greater numbers (80% and 78%, respectively) than their NS counterparts (72%). All three 
groups graduated in higher numbers than the general university population, who had 
a graduation rate of 65% (University of Calgary Office of Institutional Analysis, 2004). 
When ELLs were disaggregated from the general population, the graduation rate declined 
further to 61%. ELLs, though constituting 40–45% of the general student population, 
were contributing to overall graduation rates at the U of C, variability that the registrar’s 
database does not take into account. 

We then turned to a more refined analysis by first considering graduation GPA for 
ELLs in comparison to that of the NS group. A simple analysis of variance (ANOVA) was 
carried out to evaluate the relationship between AOA and GPA. This analysis showed that 
the effect of AOA was significant, F(2, 42) = 4.14, p = .02. Post hoc analysis using Tukey 
HSD was used due to the equal size of the three groups. Post hoc analysis indicated GPA 
was significantly lower for older arrivals compared to native speakers (p = .02). How-
ever, there was no significant difference between younger and older arrivals (p = .34) or 
younger arrivals and native speakers (p = .32). Tables 3, 4, and 5 illustrate the mean GPA 
comparisons for the three groups.

Table 3
A Comparison of Grade Point Average on Graduation

M SD
Younger arrivals 2.67 .36
Older arrivals 2.47 .25
Native speakers 2.88 .51

Table 4
Summary of Analysis of Variance for the Relationship Between AOA and GPA

SS df MS F Significance
Between groups 1.24 2 .62 4.14 .02
Within groups 6.27 42 .15
Total 7.50 44

Table 5
Results From Tukey HSD Post Hoc Comparison of AOA and GPA

Mean Difference SE
Younger vs older .20 .14
Younger vs native speakers -.21 .14
Older vs native speakers -.41* .14
* The mean difference is significant at .05.
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A further look at graduation GPA showed that far fewer (or none at all in the case of 
older arrivals) ELLs graduated with GPAs higher than 3.0 (on a 4.0 scale) (see Figure 2). 
Because a GPA of at least 3.0 is required for admission to graduate studies, the vast ma-
jority of ELLs will not be admissible to graduate school despite their strengths in math-
ematics. By contrast, 33% of NS met the required threshold of 3.0 for future graduate 
studies should they so choose. 

Next we considered how ELLs compared to their NS counterparts in terms of credits 
attempted and credits earned toward graduation. A simple analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
was carried out to evaluate the relationship between AOA and Credits Attempted But Not 
Earned (CANE). This analysis showed that the effect of AOA was significant, F(2, 42) = 
5.41, p = .01. Post hoc analysis using Tukey HSD was used due to the equal size of the 
three groups. Post hoc analysis indicated CANE was significantly lower for both younger 
arrivals (p = .04) and older arrivals (p = .01) compared to NS. However, there was no 
significant difference between younger and older arrivals (p = .83). Tables 6, 7, and 8 il-
lustrate the mean CANE comparisons for the three groups. 

Table 6
A Comparison of Credits Attempted But Not Earned on Graduation

Mean CANE SD
Younger arrivals 9.27 6.69
Older arrivals 10.60 6.23
Native speakers 3.60 5.60

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
Younger		  Older			   NS

Figure 2
Percentage of Graduates With a GPA Greater Than 3.0
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Table 7
Summary of Analysis of Variance for the Relationship Between AOA and CANE

SS df MS F Significance
Between groups 414.44 2 207.22 5.41 .01
Within groups 1610.13 42 38.34
Total 2024.58 44

Table 8 
Results From Tukey HSD Post Hoc Comparison of AOA and CANE

Mean Difference SE
Younger vs older -1.33 2.26
Younger vs native speakers 5.67* 2.26
Older vs native speakers 7.00* 2.26
* The mean difference is significant at .05.

ELLs took more semesters overall to graduate, and they also took more spring and sum-
mer courses than their NS counterparts (see Figure 3). This measure related to the data al-
ready presented: ELLs required make-up time to repeat courses attempted unsuccessfully. 

Finally, we considered the incidence of academic probation as an indicator of academ-
ic success. Students are placed on academic probation if their GPA falls between 1.7 and 
2.0 (on a 4.0 scale). An analysis of the percentage of students placed on academic pro-
bation revealed striking differences between ELLs and their NS counterparts, with over 
half of younger-arriving ELLs on academic probation at some point in their educational 
journey (see Figure 4).

DISCUSSION

Our results suggest that ELLs of all AOA suffer the effects of inadequate English lan-
guage proficiency because this factor plays an increasingly important role in their aca-
demic success over time. Younger arrivals never appear to close the linguistic gap, and 
over time older arrivals are not able to mediate university curriculum through their first 
language. Sooner or later, the academic bar and the concomitant language and literacy 
requirements outstrip the ability of all ELLs to keep up with the demands of their studies. 
This limitation is manifest in the academic outcomes discussed in this section.

The data suggest that ELLs make educational progress and achievement in greater 
numbers than might be expected given general graduation rates. When their achieve-
ment is compared to that of the cohort of NS who also presented Math 30 for admission 
requirements, the gap between groups closes to seven to eight points. It may be that NS 
who present Math 30 as an admission requirement for direct entry into professional fac-
ulties such as engineering and kinesiology have a greater focus and commitment to their 
program of studies.
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The lower English language proficiency of ELLs may mask their latent cognitive abili-
ties that may only become unleashed over time as (and if) their CALP develops. This 
seemingly counterintuitive result of the ELL group being more likely to succeed and yet 
achieving this success with a lower GPA suggests various explanations. ELLs may be per-
sistent because of family and cultural expectations for academic achievement. Persistence 
is reflected in the number of semesters they take at university, despite higher levels of 
academic probation, courses attempted but credit not earned, and spring and summer 
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15
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Total Semesters	        Spring Summer Semesters

Figure 3
Total Semesters in University (Spring and Summer Sessions Included)
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Figure 4
Percentage of Students Placed on Academic Probation by Student Category
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semesters spent in school. In contrast, their NS counterparts may feel more freedom to 
pursue other educational options, or to seek work if a university education is not what 
they expected it to be. Others may simply have had a change of heart, need “time out,” or 
find the costs of a university education prohibitive.

Although the proportion of ELLs who do graduate (78% for the younger arrivals and 
80% for the older arrivals) is higher than that of the NS and the general population, their 
lower graduation GPA reflects a loss of educational and intellectual capital for the future. 
First, the overwhelming majority (87% of the younger arrivals and none of the older arriv-
als) of these young men and women will not be able to enroll in graduate studies, which is 
a dream held dearly by many of them and a goal articulated in the university’s academic 
plan. Another concern pertains to the quality of programming ELLs experience at uni-
versity. Having failed and repeated so many of their core courses, they may use course 
shopping as a survival strategy, a trend that is evident in the transcript data. For example, 
they may take courses deemed easy to pass or even to excel in—such as Japanese 101—to 
counter the effects of a low GPA in required courses. Further analysis of our data identi-
fies this concern as serious and a further indicator of the overall lack of quality experi-
ences for these students at university. 

This situation points to the need for professional development among faculty members 
across campus and the enhancement of ELL support before students attempt university 
studies, during their transition to university, and throughout their university experiences. 
Faculty are often ill-prepared to respond to the language learning needs of the increasing 
numbers of ELLs in their classes (Li, 2004). An interesting finding of a study conducted 
in Greater Toronto (Murphy Kilbride and D’Arcangelo, 2002) showed that immigrant 
students at college perceived little support from the college itself. For example, although 
language assistance was reported as the number one need of new immigrant students, the 
college was not the number one place where students felt they could have this need met. 
They instead turned to family and friends for assistance more than half of the time. 

Various types of support available throughout the university years could increase 
the chances of success for ELLs. For example, counselling could take into account the 
ELLs’ still-unfolding English language proficiency, providing the students with appropri-
ate advice on the timetabling and sequencing of courses (Roessingh, 2004; Roessingh & 
Field, 2000). A course load of three or four courses rather than the usual five would allow 
the students time to read text materials that are conceptually and linguistically dense. 
English-language support at the post-secondary level could be specifically targeted at the 
ELL population (Jiang & Kuehn, 2001). Teaching academic skills, learning strategies, and 
academic vocabulary may ameliorate the academic performance of younger-arriving and 
Canadian-born ELLs, who may have less developed CALP in their first language. Such 
skills training would differ from non-credit ESL programs, which at the post-secondary 
level are usually designed for recently arrived international visa students who finished 
high school in their home countries and have not yet been admitted to mainstream credit 
courses. These non-credit ESL programs are often expensive and frustrating for ELLs who 
already sound good in English, are familiar with the local culture, came from mainstream 
classes in local high schools, and are impatient to continue with their further education. 

According to Cheng, Myles, and Curtis (2004), the most difficult tasks for international 
graduate students include leading class discussions, writing long reports, participating in 
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class discussions, discussing issues with peers in small groups, working in collaborative 
projects or out-of-class study groups, and giving talks, seminars, and presentations. Al-
though the authors focus on the experience graduate students, they provide many good 
suggestions that would also apply to the needs of ELLs arriving from the K–12 system in 
Canada. Other studies find similar demands at the undergraduate level (Dunworth, 2008). 

Over the past decade, many of these issues have been identified by U.S. post-second-
ary institutions, which have made strides in addressing the learning needs of Generation 
1.5 (Roberge, Siegal, & Harklau, 2009). There is much we can learn about program struc-
ture (for example, adjunct and sheltered courses), curriculum (for example, sustained 
content), and assessment from the experiences of our colleagues in the United States. 

CONCLUSION

This study points to the loss of educational and intellectual capital, and hence human 
capital, in the workplace of the future, a workplace that will increasingly require high lev-
els of educational achievement by students for whom English is an additional language. 
Although the students in this study persist in their educational pursuits, they complete 
their programs with less academic stability and confidence than they may be capable of 
achieving. The majority of these students will be unable to engage in academic studies at 
the graduate level. Many may have difficulties transitioning to the workplace and secur-
ing the jobs they have worked hard and long to prepare for. 

Our exploratory findings raise many questions for future research. For example, future 
studies would be welcomed that include larger randomized sample sizes. Because of the 
limited number of ELLs identified in the U of C database, the present study was unable to 
unearth the role of underlying proficiency related to age on arrival and length of residence 
in Canada. We wonder whether our findings are generalizable to other universities across 
Canada, and we would encourage similar work in settings such as the University of British 
Columbia and the University of Toronto—both settings that likely attract large numbers 
of ELLs from local high schools. 

Qualitative studies would also help in understanding the ripple effect of the loss of so 
many of the hopes and dreams that young immigrant learners bring to Canada. How is 
identity restructured when they fail academically? How are their career aspirations re-
aligned to face the reality of failed educational attainment? Immigration is central to the 
Canadian ethos, along with the promise of a better future for immigrant children result-
ing from a publicly funded education system. For the first time, Canada is seeing a genera-
tion of immigrants for whom immigrating may mean a loss of social status, perhaps for 
two generations: immigrant parents, who are unable to reclaim their former profession, 
and their children, who may not achieve commensurate with their talents and abilities. 

In conclusion, we suggest that there are three key areas requiring attention, given the 
needs of immigrant youth for whom English is an additional language: policy reform, 
pedagogic practices, and programming support for ELLs to develop English language 
proficiency across all age and educational levels.
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