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Things to know about  
ESOL/ELL Students 



0 ESL - English as a Second Language is used when the 
student is learning English in an predominately English 
speaking country 

 

0 ESOL - English for Speakers of Other Languages is a more 
general term and addresses that English may not be the 
learner’s “second” language, but a third or fourth, etc…. 

 

0 ELL - English Language Learner tends to be used in K-12 
settings; however, some may use ESOL 

 



American Community Survey 

0 11.1 million school-age children are from immigrant 
households 

0 8.2 million (78.5 %) of immigrant students speak a 
language other than English at home 

0 In total, 23% of the students in the United States 
public school system speak another language 
besides English at home. 

(American Community Survey, 2010) 



Social English vs. Academic English 
 Why does this matter?   

It matters because the 
English you hear ESOL 
students use when not in the 
classroom is not always an 
accurate indicator of their 
mastery of academic English. 

ESOL students will master 
social English before they 
will master grade-
appropriate academic 
English. 

 

Social English Academic English 

 I like this book more.  This story is more exciting than the first one we 

read. 

 It worked.  Our experiment was successful. 

 Because they were brave.  The soldiers received the medal because of their 

courage. 

(Breiseth, 2013)  



Challenges 
For the ESOL student 



Listening obstacles 

0 Colloquialisms  

0 Use of reduced forms 
such as wanna, gotta, 
gonna 

0 Prosodic features of 
English such as 
intonation, inflection, 
sentence rhythm 

 

 

(Huang, Cunningham & Finn, 2010) 



Speaking obstacles 

 

0 Not comfortable with 
the language 

0 Insecure about 
pronunciation 

(Huang, Cunningham & Finn, 2010) 
 



Reading obstacles 

0 At the younger grades, 
ESOL learners struggle 
with all aspects of 
reading 

0 At all grade levels, a big 
problem is lack of 
vocabulary 

(Huang, Cunningham & Finn, 2010) 
 



Writing obstacles 

0 Poor grammar 

0 Lack of vocabulary 

0 Unfamiliar with various 
writing styles and 
formats 

(Huang, Cunningham & Finn, 2010) 
 



More obstacles to consider 
“The most challenging academic listening skill for K-12 ESOL 
students is to understand the tasks given to them by their 
classroom teachers” (Huang, Cunningham & Finn, 2010). 

 

“They demonstrate inadequate proficiency in content 
subjects” (Huang, Cunningham & Finn, 2010). 

 

ESOL students may be unfamiliar with North American 
culture, customs, and humor. 

 

It is possible some ESOL students had little education in 
their native country.   

 

 



A recent personal 
experience… 

I was giving a reading assessment to an adult ESOL 
learner recently. Talking to this adult ESOL learner, one 
would think he was more advanced, and initially during 
the assessment, it looked that way.  He had even just 
completed the National External Diploma Program.  

 

However, as I continued with his assessment, it was 
clear the my first impression was not on target.  When 
reading vocabulary lists, his grade level measured 
beyond grade 10, but when it came to defining 
vocabulary, he measured at grade 5. 

 



What does this tell me? 

ESOL learners can have strengths 
in one area that may mask 
problems in other areas.  As a 
tutor, I must mindful of that and 
not make assumptions. 



Teaching strategies 



Get to know your students 

0 Though your ESOL/ELL students’ English  skills may 
make this difficult, it is beneficial to build a rapport 
through “getting to know you” and icebreaker 
activities. 

0 Learn about their interests and activities outside of 
LVWC.  It is a way to access prior knowledge that may 
be useful later, and it helps in understanding the 
challenges the student may face outside the 
classroom. 

(Breiseth, 2013) 
(Walqui, 2000) 



For example… 

When I was teaching high school, I had a student who 
always seemed tired.  As I talked with her, she revealed 
to me that after school and on weekends she works at 
her parents’ Chinese restaurant.  Between her 
responsibilities at the restaurant and with school, she 
was a very tired young lady.  It helped me to be more 
compassionate and understanding .  I was truly 
impressed with her desire and her ability to excel in her 
studies despite the demands placed on her at home.  I 
am glad I took the time to get to know this student.  



(Haynes, 2010)  

0 Visual representations 
of new vocabulary 

0 Drawings 

0 Graphs 

0 Pictures 

0 Story Maps 

0 Graphic organizers to 
help students organize 
information 



New Vocabulary 

 

0 Modify lessons to include direct instruction of new 
vocabulary 

0 Practice pronunciation of new words 

0 Tie in new vocabulary with what the student already 
knows (prior learning) 

0 Add a visual  

0 Together, create flashcards 

0 Provide extra space on vocabulary handouts so that 
ESOL students can make notes on them 

(Haynes, 2010)  

 



         Utilize 

When working with small groups: 

 

0 Lecturing is not the best way to instruct the ESOL/ELL 
student. Get the student (s) talking. 

0 Working in small groups benefits the ESOL/ELL 
student in that they must engage in academic English 

0 Monitor for active participation. Encourage everyone 
to participate 

(Haynes, 2010)  
(Colorín Colorado , 2007) 

 



 

0 Lessons should contain student-centered 

0 Lessons should build on prior knowledge 

0 New concepts should be reintroduced periodically 
with appropriate complexity each time it is 
reintroduced 

0 Ask a literacy specialist for help! 

 

(Walqui, 2000) 
 



Contextualize 

(Walqui, 2000) 
 

0 ESOL/ELL students have a 
hard time with 
decontextualized language. 

0 Secondary textbooks can be 
less engaging with few 
illustrations and dense, linear 
material. 

0 To aid in comprehension of 
textbook material 
incorporate some film, 
pictures,  graphic organizers. 

0 Use metaphors or analogies 
that will be understood by 
the ESOL/ELL student to help 
facilitate understanding. 



“One language sets you in a corridor for life. Two languages open 
every door along the way.”‒Frank Smith 

 

“The limits of my language are the limits of my world.” 
‒Ludwig Wittgenstein 

 

“To have another language is to possess a second soul.” 
‒Charlemagne 

 

"If you find yourself saying 'But I can't speak English...', try adding the 
word '...yet‘” - Jane Revell & Susan Norman 

 

“There are hundreds of languages in the world, but a smile speaks 
them all.” -unknown  

 

“English is a funny language; that explains why we park our car on the 
driveway and drive our car on the parkway.” -Unknown 
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