
1 | P a g e  
 

 

Factors Affecting an ESL Learner’s Experience 

The following is a list of factors that may affect the experience of your learner in your 

lessons. Consider these as you develop your partnership with the learner.  

 

Education  

The education level of your learner will determine, to a degree, the strategies that you 

will use. If you have a learner who has been successful in formal educational settings 

and is confident in their abilities, find out how they learned and what ways they learn 

best. Often, we need to find the skills a learner already possesses that work well in a 

language learning environment.  

If the learner has not been to school or was unsuccessful, the best way to teach them is 

to be open, respectful and minimize the amount of work you give them. For learners 

who are not literate in their first language, you will need to use different strategies and 

cover a lot of preliminary material. You may need to show your learner how to hold a 

pencil, form letters and the function of lined paper.  

 

Gender  

Whether the learner is male, or female can also make a difference. Sometimes, a 

female learner will need extra support, especially if she is originally from a culture that 

sees education as a “male pursuit.” 

 

Family Relationships  

Learners with children or partners will have many other tasks to accomplish. This may 

seemingly “interfere” with your sessions when, for example, a session needs to be cut 

short because your learner needs to run errands or cancel because a child is sick.  

Recognize that cutting a session short doesn’t indicate a lack of commitment. Learners 

are often subjected to events beyond their control and may not have the family 
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support that you are accustomed to in demanding situations. Newcomers may have 

limited means (i.e., for babysitters) and few friends they can go to for assistance.  

We must also recognize that settlement can cause problems in family relationships. For 

example, children of immigrants may adopt portions of the new culture that make 

parents uncomfortable. This could lead to tension. Parents may feel that they are not in 

a position of authority and have little power to influence their children.  

 

Work and Energy Issues  

Just as caring for children can drain adult learners, so too can work. Your learner may 

have a job during the day or may be seeking employment, which can be emotionally 

and physically draining.  

Acknowledge that your learner’s time is valuable by coming to the session with a lesson 

plan and materials that are relevant to their life. You may also want to remind them 

that you are here to help them improve their skills and this does not have to be done 

using traditional teaching materials. Helping your learner fill out income tax forms or 

read a power bill could be important lessons that would promote skill development.  

Learning a second language takes a lot of energy. Ensure that the learner gets breaks 

whenever necessary. Consider planning lessons that alternate exercises that require a 

lot of energy with exercises that are more relaxing.  

 

Physical Health  

Money may be an issue for some learners. Learners are not likely to learn effectively if 

they can’t afford proper food, medication, or a dentist.  

While it is difficult to solve these issues, keep in mind that there may be other 

alternatives. If your learner has a toothache, is it possible to get her to see a dental 

student? Could you and the learner brainstorm ways to prepare healthy and cheap 

food? Could planning a menu or looking at recipes be components of a lesson? 

 

Personality  

If a learner feels inhibited and is not willing to take risks, it will take longer for them to 

learn English.  



3 | P a g e  
 

Providing an environment where the learner is as comfortable as possible will help 

reduce learner anxiety and increase risk-taking. Developing a comfortable learning 

environment is possible when the tutor values the learner as a person and sees their 

relationship as a partnership.  

Increased risk-taking and the confidence that is developed as a result, will help the 

learner communicate with others in their daily life.  

 

Motivation  

Learner motivation impacts language learning. Although the learner may generally be 

motivated to learn, there will be times when the learner is apathetic because they do 

not feel they are learning “quickly enough.”  

Keeping track of learner progress is an effective way to keep the learner motivated. If 

the learner feels they are not advancing, pull out the portfolio and lesson plans. With 

your learner, look at what they have accomplished. 

 

Learning styles/Learner preferences  

Learning styles refer to the preferred way that learners receive information. This can be 

through the eyes, ears, skin, or muscles.  

Learner preferences will influence how formal or informal a lesson should be. While 

you may think that memorization is not useful, the learner may think differently. 

Sometimes, learners will want to do things that seem contrary to the ways we have 

been taught to tutor. Rather than discouraging the learner from using methods that 

you think are not useful, encourage them to use all means available to them as they 

learn English.  

If a learner is concerned about the way in which you deliver a lesson, listen closely to 

what the learner says. If you still feel that the method of delivery you are using is the 

preferred way, explain the rationale to your learner.  

 

Behaviour 

There will be times when it is difficult to gauge why a learner is doing what they are 

doing. Just as we cannot make any assumptions about a learner’s motivation when 

they must leave early to pick up a child, we cannot always make any assumptions 
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about what is causing apathy or indifference during the lesson or the learner’s day-to-

day life. 

 

Challenges facing ESL learners 

Consider how difficult it may be to deal with significant life changes and then factor in 

the following: 

 

▪ A change in geography or climate. If the learner is coming from a warmer 

climate, it may be difficult to become accustomed to an environment where, for 

many months each year, one has limited time outdoors. Changes in humidity 

can also be tough.  

 

▪ A change from a rural to urban setting or vice versa Learners coming from 

rural centres and smaller, more intimate communities may find the impersonal 

nature of the city difficult to tolerate. 

 

▪ A change in economic situation. Learners may have left high-ranking, well-

paying jobs to come to Canada. Sometimes, it is difficult to have educational 

qualifications recognized in Canada. Even when qualifications are recognized, 

finding a new job may be exceptionally challenging. Learners may be forced to 

take on jobs that they are overqualified to do. This change in status not only 

affects their economic well-being but can affect the learners’ self-concept as 

well. 

 

▪ Reasons for coming to Canada. A common belief is that newcomers have 

chosen to come to Canada. While for many newcomers this is true, there are 

some people who have left their former homes out of necessity, not desire. 

 


