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Teaching ESL Learners 

 

Introduction 

Helping adult learners improve their English is an incredible way to support someone 

who may be starting a new life in a new country or looking to improve their English skills. 

Teaching ESL learners goes beyond grammar and vocabulary—it's about equipping 

individuals with the tools they need to navigate life. 

This guide includes practical ways to build language skills while also helping newcomers 

adjust to their new surroundings. 

Your support can make an enormous difference. With patience, encouragement, and a 

focus on real-life situations, you’ll help your learners feel more confident, connected, and 

ready to thrive. 

 

The Benefits of ESL Tutoring 

Being an ESL tutor can be an extremely rewarding experience.  

The benefits of tutoring include: 

▪ Developing transferable skills that can assist you both personally and 

professionally. 

▪ Learning about another culture and way of life. 

▪ Learning about yourself and your own culture as you are given the opportunity to 

see things you may take for granted through another set of eyes. 

▪ Making a positive contribution in the lives of the learner’s entire family. Helping a 

mother to communicate in English not only helps her as an individual but enables 

her to take a more active role in her children’s schooling and to contribute to the 

larger community. 
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This guide will focus on the following subjects: 

▪ Tutoring ESL Learners 

▪ Acquiring a New Language: The Four Basic Language Skills 

▪ Learning a New Language: Four Teaching Principles 

▪ Getting to Know Your ESL Learner: Needs Assessment Tools &  

▪ Lesson Planning 

▪ Guidelines for Teaching Oral Skills and Reading and Writing 

▪ Checking Learner Progress 

▪ Being An Effective Language Teacher 

 

Tutoring ESL Learners 

Remember that: 

▪ Each adult is a unique individual. 
Adult learners bring a wealth of knowledge and experience to the learning process. To 

ensure success, ESL tutors must work with each learner to tailor the program to their 

needs and goals.  

 
▪ Instruction must be useful and relevant.  

People learn best when they know they will be able to use their new skills and 

information to meet every day needs outside the classroom.  

 

▪ Effective Tutoring. 
Well trained tutors assess needs, select appropriate instructional materials and 

activities. 

 
▪ Errors are part of the language learning process. 

People learn best when they are encouraged to communicate without worrying about 

making mistakes. ESL  

 
▪ Learning about culture is an important part of language learning. 

Tutors play a significant role as the guide to a new culture, helping learners 

understand the similarities and differences between the culture they encounter in this 

country and the culture they bring with them. 
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Acquiring a New Language: The Four Basic Language Skills 

Listening When people are learning a new language, they first hear it spoken. 

Speaking Eventually, they try to repeat what they hear. 

Reading Later, they see the spoken language depicted symbolically in print. 

Writing Finally, they reproduce these symbols on paper. 

 

Whenever possible, tutors should aim to use activities that integrate all four skills because 

each one reinforces the others. 

 

Implications for teaching 

1) Understand that a person first learns to speak by listening. Make sure that learners 

have plenty of opportunity to listen to and understand spoken language. 

2) Set up activities in which learners practice speaking by using language they have 

already heard and understood. 

3) Always introduce something new orally before asking a learner to read it. 

4) Always try to create an instructional context that ensures learners will understand 

what they are saying. For example, if you’re teaching the sentence He is running. 

Instead of just saying it and asking the learner to repeat it, you could show them a 

picture of someone running.  

5) Aim to challenge the learner appropriately. Although you want to help the learner 

understand the material you present, you don’t want to make things too easy. The 

challenge of lesson planning is using material that is appropriate but that also 

sufficiently challenges learners. You can do this by starting with easier activities and 

then gradually using more difficult materials. 

 

Functions of Language 

As you think about how to address each of the four language skills, keep in mind that every 

time people use a language, they do so for a particular purpose or function. Here are some 

examples: 

greeting parting inviting accepting 

making excuses requesting interrupting complaining 

arguing complimenting congratulating flattering 

changing the subject evading lying shifting blame 

insulting criticizing reprimanding ridiculing 

agreeing warning accusing denying 

insisting disagreeing apologizing persuading 

reporting suggesting reminding asserting 
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sympathizing evaluating commenting advising 

questioning commanding ordering demanding 

 

Each of these functions has specific language associated with it. To communicate 

successfully, people need to learn appropriate language to carry out each function. For 

example, you might teach some of the following phrases if you want to teach about inviting: 

Would you like to….? 

How would you like to….? 

How about….?  

I’d be pleased if you would…? 

Another part of language instruction is teaching register – in other words, formal and 

informal social conventions. The language that learners might use with a manager would 

probably be different from the language they would use to friends.  

 

Remember - no two learners are alike! 

In your work as an ESL Tutor, keep in mind that no two learners are exactly alike. There are 

three key areas of difference: 

1. Existing Language Skill Level 
- Some will not be able to read and/or write in their first language. 

- Some will have a first language that does not use the Roman alphabet (Russian, 

Arabic, Mandarin for example) 

- Some will be able to speak some English but find it harder to read or write it. 

- Some will be able to read and write in English but not speak it. 

 
2. Degree of comfort when trying to speak a new language 

- Some are not at all shy about “having a go” at speaking English, and they’re not 

overly concerned about using perfect grammar or pronunciation. 

- Some become embarrassed if they think they are making too many mistakes. 

- Some think they shouldn’t say anything at all unless their English is perfect.  

 
3. Learning rate  

- Some people can learn a language quickly; others simply don’t have a strong knack 

for picking up languages. 

- Learners who have a lot of contact with English speakers usually progress faster 

than those who don’t. 
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Keep in mind that it can take several years for adults to become fully proficient in a language. 

Research with children has found that it takes an average of two to three years to learn 

conversational skills and five to seven years to master academic language on par with native 

English speakers. Those statistics consider the fact that children spend a good portion of their 

day at school in an English-speaking environment. Consider the implications of this for adults. 

Because adults are often not immersed in an English-speaking environment all day, language 

learning can take even longer. 

 

As a result of these differences, no single teaching approach or set of materials can meet the 

needs of all learners – or even all the needs of a single learner. As a tutor you will need to 

make frequent decisions: 

 

• Which ESL activities and materials should you use? 

• How can you motivate learners to seek out and communicate with English speakers 

other than yourself? 

• How can you create an effective atmosphere for language learning? 

 

You can make such decisions effectively if you understand the process of second language 

acquisition. Inherent in the process of learning a new language are the four principles 

discussed below. 
 

Learning a New Language: Four Teaching Principles 

 

Principle 1:   Meaningful Communication 

Learners are more motivated when they are practicing language that has immediate 

relevance in their lives. In the words of one ESL Program Manager, “students want 

something they can learn and use outside of the classroom tomorrow.” When they know 

they can use what they learn, they are more apt to remember it. 

Implications for Teaching 

1) Use ESL activities and exercises that fulfill a real need for learners. 

2) Teach learners the things they want to learn. 

3) Find out what their goals are and teach the skills they need to meet them.  

4) Use examples that draw from the learner’s own life. 

 

Principle 2:  Success, Not Perfection, in the Beginning 

Most ESL learners are more concerned about being able to communicate successfully than 

about being correct. Most beginning level language learners are not focusing on grammar or 

pronunciation issues but on meeting their basic everyday needs such as mailing a package 
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at the post office or asking for help in a store. As learners progress from the beginning level 

to intermediate and advanced levels, error corrections become more important. 

 

Implications for Teaching 

1) Be patient and understand that beginning ESL learners move from zero ability to near 

fluency in stages clearly marked by a gradual progression from imprecise to accurate 

levels of English. Rate of progress can be slow, depending on how often a student 

studies English and is exposed to English outside of tutoring. Allow learners to move 

through each of these stages. 

2) Encourage learners to communicate in English as much as possible. 

3) Recognize that learners need to understand new vocabulary and phrases before they 

can reproduce them in their own speech. Beginners can understand much more of 

the new language than they are able to speak. They build from there. 

4) Let learners know when you do not understand what they are saying. 

5) Correct learners when you are trying to teach a specific way of saying something. 

6) Resist the temptation to constantly correct learners when they make mistakes. Keep 

in mind the following points about error correction. 

 

 When to Correct  
✓ When the error drastically affects communication 

✓ When the error creates a different word, particularly if that could create an 

embarrassing situation for the learner 

✓ When first learning new vocabulary 

✓ When the focus of the lesson is on pronunciation 

 

 When Not to Correct  
▪ When correcting would interrupt the flow of conversation 

▪ When the error is significantly beyond the learner’s current level 

▪ When correcting the learner would harm their confidence 

▪ During role-play activities:  

- These are designed to encourage the learner to concentrate on communicating 

for meaning. 

- Let them use whatever English they know to get their idea across. 

- Make notes on any major errors and set aside time afterwards to go over any 

corrections. 
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Principle 3:   Anxiety 

Learners acquire language more successfully when their anxiety levels are low. 

This principle applies to learning anything – not just another language. People learn best 

when:  

▪ they are relaxed. 

▪ they feel comfortable in the tutoring environment. 

▪ they know it’s OK to make mistakes. 

▪ they are reassured that, overall, they are doing well. 

 

Implications for Teaching 

1) Have fun with your learner, and allow them to have fun, too. 

2) Select session activities in which learners can feel some degree of success.  

3) Begin the session with something the learner can do well – i.e., practice vocabulary 

you have already taught. 

4) Praise! Learners feel encouraged when they know they are doing well. 

 

Principle 4:  Exposure 

Progress in a second language depends in part on the amount of exposure learners get to 

speakers of that language. 

Some ESL learners have little contact with speakers of English apart from their tutor and 

classmates. Practice might amount to only a few hours a week. As a result, many learners 

reach a plateau, and their progress stops. That’s because their most important needs are 

being met in their first language. They may avoid using English where complex language is 

required.  

 

Implications for Teaching 

1) Devise ways to motivate learners to speak about more than superficial things. Talk 

about current events and prompt learners to talk about their work, families, studies, 

and lives as much as they are comfortable doing. 

2) Encourage and motivate learners to have more contact with other speakers of 

English. Perhaps suggest they join in a community conversation group. 

3) Encourage leaners to identify things they want to be able to say or do that requires 

better English skills. 
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Getting to Know Your ESL Learner 

Work together with the learner to conduct a needs assessment and a skills assessment. 

These will help you create a profile for your learner which you can add to over time. It will be 

useful for the following: 

▪ Identifying the learner’s changing needs, interests, goals, and English abilities. 

▪ Making decisions about which skills the learner needs to work on and which topics, 

teaching techniques, and materials are appropriate. 

▪ Tailoring teaching materials, strategies, and activities to the learner’s individual needs. 

 

Setting Goals 

Work with the learner to identify things they want to be able to do or say that require 

better English skills. 

It is common for ESL learners to have very specific short-term or “survival English” goals, or 

they may come to you with a lengthy list of goals. 

Help the learner to identify short and long-term goals so that you can establish the language 

skills they will need to achieve them. 

As the learner develops their language skills, you can demonstrate how a variety of skills can 

be applied to other aspects of their life. 

 

Needs Assessment Tools: 

▪ ESL Life Competencies Questionnaire  (Appendix 1) 

▪ Interest Inventory     (Appendix 2) 

▪ The Language Wheel    (Appendix 3) 

▪ Learner Skills Assessment   (Appendix 4) 

 

Lesson Planning 

A lesson plan helps you decide in advance what skills to work on and what materials and 

activities to use during the lesson. It provides you with a structure for the lesson – showing 

not only what you and the learner will do but also how long the lesson is and in what order it 

will be taught. In addition, the lesson plan becomes a record of what you have taught and 

may come in handy as a reference when you are designing future lessons. 
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Two Ingredients of a Lesson Plan 

1. Work in the core instructional materials or series. 

A published ESL series such as English No Problem! or Laubach Way to English helps you 

to teach the basic English skills that all ESL learners must develop, whatever their 

individual needs or interests. Using a well-designed instructional series will also help you 

feel more confident: you won’t have to worry about missing any key skills. It will also save 

you time since you won’t have to create all the activities from scratch. 

 

2. Activities designed to meet learners’ individual needs. 

In this part of the lesson, you will be addressing the individual needs that you identified 

when you did the learner’s needs assessment. 

▪ For learners who are in a workplace setting: learning to read the words on a parts 

inventory. 

▪ For learners who are parents of young children: learning how to communicate 

with their children’s teachers. 

▪ For learners who depend on public transportation: learning how to find 

information about bus schedules. 

▪ For learners who wish to become Canadian citizens: learning specific civics, 

literacy, and interview questions for the test. 

 

Sample Lesson Plan Outline 

Learning 
Objective: 

To be able to communicate about learner’s daily routine. 

Topic: Morning routine. 

Language Skills: Vocabulary: Monday, gets up, fixes, breakfast, dishes, school 

lunchbox 

Activities: Vocabulary:  

- use props and a story to introduce vocabulary 

- practice vocabulary with textbook-based exercises 

Writing: 

Write a Language Experience Story about learner’s routine 

 

Materials: Objects or pictures: kitchen utensils, a pot or a pan, breakfast food, 

a calendar, a toothbrush; a copy of the Daily Routines pages from 

The Oxford Picture Dictionary  
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Try to start each lesson with a few minutes of free conversation.  

▪ This gives the learner an opportunity to ease into English during the first few minutes 

of the session without having to worry about learning anything new.  

▪ It allows the student to use English to communicate and to gain valuable practice in 

choosing what they want to say in an informal social situation.  

▪ It also gives you insights into the learner’s daily life and can give you ideas about other 

language needs that the learner may have. 

 

Do  not correct the learner’s errors during free conversation! 

Try to end your lessons with free conversation as well. To get started, you might ask what 

your learner plans to do during the coming week.  

 

 

Accelerators 
 

It’s easier when… 

☺The purpose of using language reading, 

writing, speaking, and listening – is real and 

natural. 

☺ The focus is on communication. 

☺ Talk is about interesting topics. 

☺ Mistakes are part of learning. 

☺ Language is used or studied within a 

context. 

☺ Concepts and activities are relevant to the 

learner. 

☺ Sufficient time is provided. 

Roadblocks 
 

It’s harder when… 

 The reasons given or situations created for 

using language are artificial. 

 The focus is on the form, not communicating. 

 Talk is dull and uninteresting. 

 Mistakes are bad, and it’s more important to get 

it right than to get a message communicated. 

 Language is studied out of context. 

 The particular use of language studied or 

assigned is irrelevant for the learner. 

 learners are pressured to complete work or 

make progress. 
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Listening and Speaking 

Guidelines for Teaching Oral Skills 

▪ Focus on teaching the words, phrases, and grammatical structures that learners must 

know to meet everyday needs. Your goal is to enable learners to take what was just 

learned in the session and use it immediately in the outside world. 

▪ Use objects and pictures to illustrate meanings of words. Select pictures to meet your 

teaching needs. You can do this by using AI. 

▪ Recommend to the learner that (if possible) they should invest in a good picture 

dictionary. 

▪ Do not assume that learners don’t understand a word or phrase just because they are 

unable to say it or are reluctant to try. Even beginners are normally able to 

understand more than they can say themselves. 

▪ Remember that learners will make lots of errors as they are learning to speak English. 

This is a natural part of the learning process. It doesn’t mean that they are not making 

progress or that you are doing a poor job of teaching. 

▪ Make corrections at appropriate times. For example, it would not be appropriate to 

interrupt spontaneous practice in a role play to correct for grammar or pronunciation. 

This is a time when the learner’s goal is to express ideas, not to speak with perfection. 

▪ Be patient! Give learners plenty of time to respond to your questions or requests. 

Learn to be comfortable with silence while learners are thinking about what to say or 

how to say it. 

 

Reading and Writing 

Learners will need to read and sometimes write a variety of items in their everyday lives. 

This can include job applications, doctor or hospital forms, memos, emails, text messages, 

reports, and notes to a child's school office. 

To be successful in this process, a reader must: 

o have a large enough listening and speaking vocabulary to be able to match the 

printed word to the spoken word. 

o understand the basic structure (grammar) of the language. 

o have some prior experience or knowledge about the topic. 

o have strategies for interacting with the text, such as predicting/confirming and 

identifying cause and effect. 

o know the "code": the sounds of English letters and letter combinations. 
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Your Learner’s Literacy Skills 
 

Remember that some learners will not be able to read or write in their native language. This 

makes learning reading and writing in English much harder. Other learners will be fully 

literate in their home language and may even have advanced degrees.  

 

 

Guidelines for Teaching Reading and Writing Skills 

 

Teach unfamiliar words orally first 

Learners should be taught the meanings of words by hearing and speaking them before 

trying to read them. This is especially important with beginning-level students. Decoding 

unfamiliar words in print can be difficult unless a learner is already familiar with the 

meaning orally. 

Introduce reading and writing as soon as possible 

Most learners equate education with reading and writing. Reading and writing activities can 

be highly motivating for them. 

To function effectively in their everyday lives, learners need to be able recognize important 

print words such as in, out, push, pull, men, and women. They also need to be able to sign 

their names and addresses. 

 

Establish a context for reading 

ESL learners will encounter many words in print that are unfamiliar to them. Being able to 

sound out or decode a word will not help if the learner does not know what the word means. 

Often, they will be able to read enough words to figure out the general meaning of the 

passage. But sometimes, not knowing a word will make it almost impossible to get meaning 

from that text. 

It is much more likely that learners will be able to figure out the meaning of a word if they 

understand the context of the passage. They will also be better prepared to understand the 

author's message and relate it to their own ideas and experiences. There are several things 

that you can do to help create context for learners: 

▪ Use pictures to help bridge the gap between the information in the text and the 

learner’s own knowledge and experiences. 

▪ Use pre-reading activities to help provide context and allow learners to share what 

they already know about the topic. 
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▪ Keep reading and writing practical. Supplement stories you read in class with sample 

forms and product instructions for example.  

 

Start with printing 

It is best to start with printing rather than cursive writing as it is more like the print found in 

books. In addition, most forms found in daily life require the use of printing. 

 

Focus on content, not correctness 

Mistakes are a natural part of the process. When people are learning to write, help them 

focus on the message they are trying to communicate rather than on perfectly formed 

letters, correct spelling, and perfect grammar. This is especially important with beginning 

learners. 

 

Encourage learners to keep a Personal Dictionary 

This will help reinforce new vocabulary. It can include the word, a short definition, and an 

example in a sentence.  

 

The book “Teaching Adults: An ESL Resource Book’ contains over 50 Activities you can do with 

your learner to practice improving and developing their oral, reading and writing skills. 

 

Checking Learner Progress 

Progress checking tools: 

▪ Learner Progress Questionnaire  Appendix 5 

▪ Learner Progress Levels  Appendix 6 
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Becoming a Better Language Teacher 
 

 

1. Speak as clearly as you can at a moderate pace. With beginning learners, you 

may have to slow your pace even more. 

2. Use simple sentence structures and simple or familiar words. Avoid 

colloquialisms or idioms (unless they have been explicitly taught in class). 

3. Pause frequently to check for comprehension. If a learner does not understand, 

use repetition, rephrasing, or a demonstration, example or visual. 

4. After giving instructions, don’t ask, “Do you understand?” Learners inevitably 

answer yes, even when they really don’t. Instead ask your learner to repeat back to 

you what they are supposed to do. 

5. Encourage learners to talk as much as possible. 

6. Praise learners for their practice. 

7. Repeat, repeat, repeat – lesson material. Whenever possible, find ways to 

incorporate material that you are teaching into subsequent sessions and activities. 

8. Work with learners on ways to figure out definitions on their own. If a word or 

part of a sentence is unfamiliar – encourage them to look at surrounding words for 

context, look for prefixes or suffixes, consider similar words in their own language, 

or make inferences/take guesses. 

9. Remember that you’re teaching adults who bring a wealth of life experience and 

often work and family experience to the table. Although some material geared 

toward children may be adapted for adults, you don’t want students to feel insulted 

or talked down to. 

10. Connect what you teach to your learner’s life. 

11. Take your time. It is common for new ESL tutors to whiz through material. With 

experience, you’ll find that slowing down and repeating material gives learners 

more time to process what they are learning. 

12. Be aware of learners who “tune out.” Observe body language and the degree to 

which your learner is participating in the lesson. You may need to give a 

comprehension check or switch to a different activity. 

 

Appendices: 

 

Appendix 1 : ESL Life Competencies Questionnaire   

Appendix 2: Learner Interest Inventory 

Appendix 3: The Language Wheel 

Appendix 4: Learner Skills Assessment  

Appendix 5: Learner Progress Questionnaire   

Appendix 6: Learner Progress Levels  

 


