
English as a Second Language 

Teacher Helps 

 
When teachers find out that they have a student in their class who does not speak 

English, their first response is often, “Help!  What do I do now?”  In short, treat 

the student like any other student and help them relax since they are very 

sensitive to being “different.”  The long answer will be a unique combination of 

instinct, trial and error, creative lesson planning, cultural understanding, and 

language learning strategies and techniques.  Hopefully, this section will offer some 

insights and suggestions that will help along the way. 

 

 

Cultural Adjustment 
 

Most LEP students go through a period of cultural adjustment.  Some may even 

experience “culture shock” or anxiety and discomfort adjusting to the new 

environment.  This goes beyond simply learning English to anxiety related to 

learning what behavior is normal and appropriate.  Some may even feel their 

identity is being changed.  Cultural adjustment is often described in four phases: 

 

1. Honeymoon phase – initially, students feel that everything is new and 

exciting. 

2. Disorientation phase – students begin to feel that they don’t fit into the 

new environment or that they can’t express or be themselves.   

3. Adjustment phase – after students begin balancing their new life with 

their old, they gain more confidence.  They can express themselves 

better in the new language and begin to feel they belong in their new 

setting.  

4. Adoption phase – as students adjust, they realize that there are 

differences between their old culture and new, and they have accepted 

and feel comfortable in both.   

 

Students who enter US schools from other countries and/or language groups often 

live in two cultural worlds – their home or family culture and their new, English-

speaking school culture. 

Teachers should be aware that some students feel pressure from home to conform 

to new ways and forget their old culture.  Others, however, have the opposite 

expectation to remain loyal to their family’s language and heritage.   
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Academic Abilities 
 

Teachers may observe great variety in the academic abilities of LEP students.  

Some come from strong educational environments and already have independent 

study skills.  They are self-motivated, and know how to succeed academically.  

These students often have strong family support and expectations for success.  

Learning English is their main need. 

 

Other students, as well as their parents, have had negligible schooling in their 

home countries.  Teachers find they need to teach more than just English and 

content material.  These students may lack basic knowledge and literacy skills in 

their first language.  Besides learning how to read and write, they also may need to 

learn organizational skills, self-discipline, how to prioritize, and how to be 

responsible for homework.   

 

 

 

 

Language is learned by mastering the skills of speaking, listening, reading, and 

writing.  Listening and speaking are usually acquired first, and this initial stage of 

oral communication is often marked by a quiet period.  Teachers should not force 

students to speak during this time but instead let them develop listening 

comprehension.  Students will understand what is said before they will be able to 

respond verbally.  The literacy skills of reading and writing take longer to develop 

than oral language skills.  Research shows that proficiency in listening and speaking 

a new language is often obtained within 1 to 2 years.  However, students may take 

as long as 5 to 7 years to reach proficiency in the academic language and literacy 

skills they need to be on the same level as their English-speaking peers.  [Cummins, J. 

(1991); Collier, V.P. (1995)]. 

 

Teachers should be aware that learning a new language is very exhausting.  

Students will often become fatigued, especially during the first few months of 

adapting to the new language environment.  Creative and kinesthetic outlets such as 

art, physical education, music, and sports are especially important to provide 

refreshment from the mental rigors of using English.  These activities are also 

important for building confidence at a time when they are not yet able to express 

themselves linguistically. 
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Cultural Observations 
 

Being successful in a US school means more for LEP students than just translating 

between languages.  Learning English means adopting a new way of thinking and 

processing information.  English-speaking students in the United States are taught 

to be independent learners and linear thinkers.  They are trained to use problem 

solving skills, to follow ideas through from beginning to end, and to use competitive 

activities as a motivating influence.  Many students from other cultures do not 

learn in these ways and will need to adjust as they learn English in the US academic 

environment.  Although it is unwise to make stereotypical statements, there are 

some broad characteristics that may be helpful for teachers to consider when 

working with students from other cultural backgrounds. 

 

1. Not all cultures think linearly like English-speakers.  Some cultures process 

information in a circular fashion, returning back to the starting point of 

subject matter.  They may require specific assistance to see patterns and 

identify the beginning, middle, and end of ideas. 

2. Some students may excel in reading and writing but be shy about speaking 

until they feel they can say things without errors.  These students should be 

encouraged to reach proficiency in oral communication skills as well.   

3. Some students grasp oral communication skills quickly because they are more 

conversant and social and are not afraid of making mistakes.  Teachers often 

associate this oral proficiency with English proficiency.  However, it typically 

takes much longer to develop proficiency in reading and writing. 

4. Some cultures are very group-oriented, learning best with, and from, other 

students.  This may make it difficult for students to work independently or 

use higher order thinking skills on their own.     

5. All students can benefit from cooperative learning.  However, some students 

may not always understand the difference between group work and cheating.  

Students borrowing information are not always aware that they are doing 

something wrong.  Teachers will need to guide students to understand what 

is acceptable and what is not. 

 

 

6. Some students process written language as character recognition and sight-

words versus using phonics.  Their writing system uses symbols that may 

embody whole phrases and complete thoughts instead of individual words.  

Phonics is an entirely foreign concept to these students who approach words 

as characters to be memorized.  
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7. Some languages are written and read from right to left and from back to 

front.   

8. Some languages have an alphabet similar to English, yet the same letter may 

have a different pronunciation in another language.  As a result, teachers 

may notice frequent pronunciation and spelling errors. 

9. Some students will seem reserved and formal compared to other students.  

In some cultures, students listen quietly and absorb knowledge from 

teachers rather than speaking in class.  They may be uncomfortable with the 

conversational learning style of English-speaking classrooms.   

10. Some students may dread having to respond verbally to a teacher in class.  

In some countries, students feel they must stand up to respond to a direct 

question from teachers, and even then, they may avoid eye contact as a sign 

of respect. 

11. Some students are familiar with an informal student-teacher relationship 

and often see teachers as friends and confidants.   

12. Teachers should not assume that silence means the student does not know 

the answer.  They may be hesitant to speak out, or they may sit quietly and 

listen to show respect.   

13. Some students may be too embarrassed to ask for help or extra time when 

they need it.  It may be best to err on the side of assuming that they need 

extra assistance. 

14. Some students may have a cultural identity that is strongly based in family 

and religious beliefs.  This may be observed by their clothing and the foods 

they eat or do not eat.  Some may be uncomfortable eating in public.  Some 

may be uncomfortable with certain physical educational activities.  Teachers 

should carefully encourage participation. 

15. In some cultures, children only attend school with those of their same 

gender.  It may be an adjustment for these students to be in mixed classes. 

16. Some cultures view personal space differently than we do in the US.  Some 

prefer closeness while others seem aloof. 

17. Time is often viewed differently in other cultures.  Parents may bring 

students to school late without feeling this is inappropriate.  Sometimes 

students are absent because of family responsibilities or expectations which 

are seen as more important than school attendance.  Teachers or school 

administrators may need to explain school expectations. 

 

 

A Few Suggestions 

 
 Demonstrate respect and support for the student’s language and culture. 
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 Help orient a new student to class routines and rules of the school. 

 Speak slowly and clearly, using simple sentences. 

 Repeat and rephrase often. 

 Use gestures and facial expressions. 

 Have students help create labels for objects in the classroom. 

 Make students feel a part of the class.  Provide textbooks and other 

materials even if they cannot yet understand them. 

 Teach classroom procedures and academic organizational skills. 

 

 

 Provide a peer tutor for classroom work. 

 Help students overcome the fatigue associated with listening to a foreign 

language all day by permitting them to withdraw from classroom activities 

occasionally. 

 Check for comprehension, but avoid saying, “Do you understand?”  The 

student will almost always nod whether or not they understand. 

 Model what you’d like the student to do.  Oral directions are often 

misunderstood. 

 Utilize as many modalities for learning as possible. 

 Use books on tape or CD. 

 Use visual cues and graphic organizers. 

 Pre-teach vocabulary needed for new material. 

 Directly teach the language of your classroom and provide opportunities for 

students to use that language in all four areas of speaking, listening, reading, 

and writing. 

 Provide developmentally appropriate reading material. 

 Allow extra time for assignments or adapt assignments to make them 

shorter. 

 When possible and appropriate, make use of bilingual materials or materials 

in the student’s native language. 

 Always permit the student to use a bilingual dictionary.   

 Take advantage of the benefits of cooperative learning.  Place students in a 

group with the best language models. 

 Find ways to assess learning that allow students to show what they have 

learned.  In the initial phases of language learning, this may mean relying 

more on oral comprehension for tests and other activities. 

 Encourage family members to volunteer or be involved with school activities.  

Take advantage of the rich resource that parents of culturally diverse 

students are. 
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 Be empathetic to the needs of students with very limited English.  As 

English proficiency increases, teachers should increase their expectations 

and hold students accountable for the work they are able to complete. 

 Keep in close contact with the ESL teacher.  The ESL teacher is very 

important to the students and acts as a confidant and a specialist in English 

language learning. 

 

 

On-Line Helps  
 

There are many helps that teachers can access for ideas, activities, and lesson 

plans, etc.  A few common ESL websites are listed below for teacher information: 

 

 Fun Activities for ESL Students (Games, Quizzes, Flashcards, Lesson Plans, 

etc.) 

http://www.manythings.org/ 

http://www.everythingesl.net/ 

http://a4esl.org/ 

 ESL Information: 

Dave’s ESL Café (a website for ESL teachers in the US and abroad)  

http://www.eslcafe.com/ 

 Virginia Department of Education (ESL website) 

http://www.pen.k12.va.us/VDOE/Instruction/ESL/ 

http://www.manythings.org/
http://www.everythingesl.net/
http://a4esl.org/
http://www.eslcafe.com/
http://www.pen.k12.va.us/VDOE/Instruction/ESL/

