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What makes an effective ESL tutor? 

 

Good Tutors are: 

Learner–centred 

✓ Good tutors recognize who the learner is as a person and as a learner; they try to 

use methods that are appropriate for the skill level and learning style of the 

learner. 

 

✓ Are in partnership with the learner and decide what happens in the tutoring 

session with the learner and not just for the learner 

 

Learners need to gain their own skills, not see a demonstration of the skills a tutor 
possesses. 

 

Patient 

✓ Learning another language takes time and an incredible amount of effort. A 

second language is not something that can be learned in six weeks or even a year. 

It is a life-long process, which can cause frustration and anxiety for learners who 

are used to learning in a classroom where the material is limited and easy to 

master. 

 

✓ Patience is necessary to keep up the morale of the learner and provide an 

environment where learners want to take risks. 

Respectful 

✓ Learners may not know the language, but they will have a lot of “life experience.” 

Value their experiences and find ways to connect the new concepts and 

information to the knowledge and expertise your learners already have. 
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✓ Do not approach teaching your learner as you would a child. Learners may be 

offended if, for example, you use a grade one workbook. Opt to modify adult 

resources rather than use materials that could be considered “childish.” The 

language used doesn’t need to be complicated, but the ideas should be mature. 

 

✓ Tutoring will enable you to learn a lot about your learner, another culture, your 

own culture and yourself. Let your learner know what you have learnt as well. Let 

her know that you are equal partners in this relationship. 

 

Creative 

✓ Great lessons cannot be cut and pasted off the Internet or out of a book. It will 

take knowledge of basic teaching techniques, knowledge of learner needs and 

creativity to make the best lessons possible.  

 

 

Adaptable 

✓ All learners are different. Your learner may even have a different learning style 

than you do. Your challenge is to adapt your teaching to your learners’ learning 

styles. 

 

✓ Do not feel tied down to the lesson plan. Sometimes, you will be presented with 

“teachable moments” where the learner shows interest in something other than 

the material presented. Feel free to change plans to include these newly 

discovered learner interests.  

 

Culturally sensitive 

✓ Learn as much as you can about your learner’s background. While it isn’t 

necessary to learn another language, having some basic cultural knowledge can 

go a long way. This basic knowledge can include family structure, common 

religious beliefs and even holidays. Learners will generally be receptive when you 

ask them, for example, if they are doing something special to celebrate the Lunar 

New Year or Buddha’s birthday. 
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✓ Tutors also understand that learners may need explanations about their new 

country. Things that we generally take for granted, such as how to use a shower, 

may be new to them. Knowing that they can ask any cultural question they need, 

may help learners feel more comfortable in their new homes. 

 

Realistic 

✓ All learners are different. Some will need considerable repetition while other 

learners will be able to remember lessons from week to week. You will find that 

some learners will have a lot of opportunities to practice English whereas other 

learners will have too many other commitments to do the homework you have 

assigned. 

 

✓ Be aware of what your learner can do given her situation. Ensure that the goals 

your learner has are realistic and the timeline she has set out for achieving these 

goals is appropriate. 

 

✓ Use an honest approach with your learner. While you do not want to discourage 

her, setting realistic goals will lessen the likelihood that she will become 

discouraged during the learning process. 

 

Organized and Accountable 

✓ Keep accurate records of what you taught; date and save lesson plans. This will 

help keep the learner and you on task while implementing plans to reach short-

term and long-term goals. 

 

✓ Keeping records and sharing these with your learner can give the learner 

additional motivation – she now has a tangible record of the progress made.  

 

Well-trained  

✓ Seize any opportunities you can to learn more. 

 

✓ Attend any learning opportunities extended by your volunteer organization or any 

professional organizations in your area. 
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✓ Feel free to network with other tutors to gain additional ideas, support and 

encouragement. 

 

✓ Use the resources available on the Internet or at the local library. 

 

Able to recognize when the situation needs external aid 

Unfortunately, you may encounter situations where your learner is in an abusive or 

unhealthy situation. Although you are not legally bound to report it, it would be unethical 

not to help a learner in that situation. Contact READ NB staff to assist your learner. 

 

 


