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Who Are Our ESL Learners? 

 

There is no “typical” ESL learner. Learners can vary in age (from 16 to 90) and will come 

from a variety of different ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds. Your learner may 

have a lot of formal education or very little. They may be fully literate in many 

languages or may have only a basic knowledge of reading and writing in their first 

language.  

 

Characteristics of an Adult ESL Learner 

▪ are creative and adaptable. 

▪ have a great range of life experiences. 

▪ experience stress in their new surroundings. 

▪ are highly motivated but may be apprehensive about learning English. 

▪ learn best when the information is linked to something they already know. 

▪ want practical lessons that are relevant to their own goals and needs. 

▪ like to learn things they will use immediately. 

▪ may have uneven learning: learners will not progress in a uniform manner; they 

may have “good” and “bad” “English days.”  

▪ have a multitude of outside responsibilities (family, home, job) 

 

Understanding the Context:  

The different types of learners that you may encounter as a tutor.  

Preliterate Learners who speak a language that has no written form.  
 

Nonliterate Learners who speak a language that has a written form but 
have not learned how to read and write.  
 

Semiliterate Learners who have had limited access to literacy 
instruction in their first language.  
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Nonalphabetic Literate learners from other countries whose languages use 
a nonalphabetic script (for example, Chinese).  
 

Non-Roman alphabetic Literate learners from other countries whose languages use 
a different alphabetic writing system (Korean, Greek and 
Russian).  

Roman Alphabetic Learners from other countries who already know the Roman 
alphabet.  

 
 

Learners in each of the groups will have their own set of special needs. For example, 

some ESL instructors may argue that preliterate or nonliterate learners will find 

learning English more difficult than other learners. As a tutor, you will need to do a lot 

of preliminary work with your learner before you start focusing on content. Not only 

will you be teaching the alphabet, but you may be teaching the learner how to hold a 

pencil and use lined paper.  

The numerical system is also something that these learners may need to learn.  

Learners who are semiliterate will also need extra support. These learners may have 

left school early in their native country due to political or economic reasons. Try to 

minimize the amount of paper you use at first, so the learner does not feel 

overwhelmed.  

For the nonalphabetic or non-Roman alphabetic learners who have not had the 

opportunity to take English classes, you may need to start with the alphabet and 

emphasize the need to read from left to right. However, some nonalphabetic or non-

Roman alphabetic learners that you may encounter may have very well-developed 

skills.  

You may find that your learner has taken numerous English classes before coming to 

Canada and has a good solid understanding of English. This learner may be able to 

read and write well but may have difficulty with listening and speaking. Working on 

improving listening skills, pronunciation and speaking fluency may be this learner’s 

greatest interest. 

 

 


