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Bi-lingual vs. ESL Education 

Many educators confuse the concept of ESL education versus bilingual education. In order to 

properly comprehend the educational theory behind the ESL concept it is important to grasp the 

methodologies of both formats.   

In the Adult bi-lingual classroom, students are taught course material in their primary language 

with some limited opportunities to explore the English language. The goal of this interaction is to 

ensure the students gain content mastery faster, the acquisition of the English language is a 

secondary goal. While this type of learning is useful if the student plans to use their primary 

language in their new industry, this type of learning environment can delay the earner from 

integrating into an English language workplace.  

In the Adult ESL classroom, English language acquisition is the primary motivation of the 

curriculum. Thus, in the ESL classroom all studies are conducted in the English language but 

geared towards helping the student grasp the language. Countless studies have proven that 

immersion in a language, combined with language instruction, is the best way to acquire an 

additional language in adulthood. The New York City Board of Education conducted a study of 

its bilingual and ESL programs and determined “Students in ESL programs are far more likely 

than students in bilingual education to successfully achieve the English skills needed.” 

Though the ESL instructor has no control over if the student continues to expose themselves to 

the English language after class (thus achieving total immersion) they can ensure that students 

become immersed in English while they are in the classroom. Thus, the ESL instructor should 

ensure that the ESL classroom is largely an English-only zone. If you speak the learner’s 

language, you should resist the temptation to speak the learner’s language with them. While that 

might make the students feel more comfortable, when the student can comfortably revert to their 

native language - the student does not achieve immersion and the incentive to practice the second 

language diminishes.  Also, if the conversation vacillates between languages, students may be 

tempted to think in one language and speak in another and that makes speaking very difficult.  

The no-English rule should extend beyond the teacher-student interaction. Students should be 

asked not to converse with each other in their native languages during class. In fact, if it is within 

the range of possibility, your class should be seated in such a way that same-language speakers 
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do not sit next to each other. To encourage class bonding, you can ask that students utilize their 

break times to talk to others in their language. However, as soon as class is in session, you 

should enforce the class English rule to keep the immersion on-going.  

Additional Resources 

A Global Perspective on Bilingualism and Bilingual Education 
G. Richard Tucker, Carnegie Mellon University, August 1999 

ESL and Bilingual Program Models 
Jeanne Rennie, Eric Clearinghouse on Languages and Linguistics, September 1993 

Foreign Language Immersion Programs 
Myriam Met, Montgomery County Public Schools, November 1993 

Impact of Two-Way Immersion on Students' Attitudes Toward School and College 
Kathryn J. Lindholm-Leary and Graciela Borsato, San José State University, May 2002 

In Their Own Words: Two-Way Immersion Teachers Talk About Their Professional Experiences 
Elizabeth R. Howard and Michael I. Loeb, Center for Applied Linguistics, December 1998 

Promoting Successful Transition to the Mainstream: Effective Instructional Strategies for 
Bilingual Students 
October 1999 

Ten Common Fallacies About Bilingual Education 
James Crawford, Washington, DC, November 1998 

Two or More Languages in Early Childhood 
Annick De Houwer, University of Antwerp and Science Foundation of Flanders, Belgium, July 
1999 

Two-Way Bilingual Education Programs in Practice: A National and Local Perspective 
National Center for Research on Cultural Diversity and Second Language Learning, December 
1994 

Two-Way Immersion Programs: Features and Statistics 
Elizabeth R. Howard and Julie Sugarman, Center for Applied Linguistics, March 2001 

Creating Drama with Poetry: Teaching English as a Second Language Through Dramatization 
and Improvisation 
Marie Gasparro, Pelham Public Schools, Pelham, NY; Bernadette Falletta, New Rochelle City 
Public Schools and College of New Rochelle, New Rochelle, NY, April 1994 

http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/digestglobal.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/rennie01.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/met00001.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0201lindholm.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/intheirownwords.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/promoting.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/promoting.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/crawford01.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/earlychild.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/ed379915.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0101twi.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/gaspar01.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/gaspar01.html
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Cross-Age Tutoring in the Literacy Club 
Carolyn Urzúa, September 1995 

Dialogue Journals: Interactive Writing to Develop Language and Literacy 
Joy Kreeft Peyton, National Clearinghouse on Literacy Education, April 1993 

English Language Learners with Special Needs: Effective Instructional Strategies 
Alba Ortiz, University of Texas at Austin, December 2001 

ESL and Bilingual Program Models 
Jeanne Rennie, Eric Clearinghouse on Languages and Linguistics, September 1993 

The ESL Standards: Bridging the Academic Gap for English Language Learners 
Deborah J. Short, Center for Applied Linguistics, December 2000 

Integrated Skills in the ESL/EFL Classroom 
Rebecca Oxford, University of Maryland, September 2001 

Nonnative-English-Speaking Teachers in the English Teaching Profession 
Rosie Maum, JCPS Adult and Continuing Education, December 2002 

Promoting Language Proficiency and Academic Achievement Through Cooperation 
Margarita Espino Calderón, Center for Research on the Education of Students Placed at Risk, 
The Johns Hopkins University, December 1999 

Reforming Mathematics Instruction for ESL Literacy Students 
Keith Buchanan and Mary Helman, Fairfax County Public Schools, December 1997 

Teaching English Abroad: An Introduction 
Don Snow, Amity Foundation, Overseas Coordination Office, May 1997 

Textbook Selection for the ESL Classroom 
Dawn Garinger, Southern Alberta Institute of Technology, December 2002 

Thematic Literature and Curriculum for English Language Learners in Early Childhood 
Education 
Betty Ansin Smallwood, Center for Applied Linguistics, November 2002 

We Can Talk: Cooperative Learning in the Elementary ESL Classroom 
Spencer Kagan, Kagan Cooperative Learning, May 1995 

Working With Young English Language Learners: Some Considerations 
Bronwyn Coltrane, Center for Applied Linguistics, May 2003 

 

http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/urzua001.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/peyton01.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0108ortiz.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/rennie01.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0013ESLstandards.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0105oxford.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0209maum.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/cooperation.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/buchan01.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/snow0001.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0210garinger.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0208smallwood.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0208smallwood.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/kagan001.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0301coltrane.html
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What is Vocational ESL (Workplace English)? 

Vocational ESL is built on the premise that language learners become more motivated if their 

learning experience correlates to immediate life application. One of the strongest language 

application formats is that of Vocational ESL, where the English learning activities are centered 

around the student’s career interests. Focus is given in building workplace vocabulary, 

conversational practice is centered around industry topics, and the mix of literacy skills practiced 

is tailored to the skills most necessary for the student’s prospective new career.  

The Houston Community College model involves integrated vocational and ESL instruction 

which means the students will learn their vocational language and ESL language skills 

concurrently.   

The I-BEST Model 

The I-BEST model integrates basic skills ESL instruction with technical/industrial instruction at 

the same time. Students emerge from an I-BEST program with both the academic skills and 

workforce skills needed to seek a living wage job. The goal is to provide just the right level of 

education in just the right amount for students to succeed in workforce training. The necessary 

skills are presented at a faster rate than those students who start in basic skills training and then 

move into workforce training. And, the basic skills are tailored to the skills needed for the 

industry the student wants to enter. As a result, students trained with the I-BEST model earn five 

times more college credits and are 15 times more likely to finish workforce training than those in 

traditional ESL programs. 
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Eight Approaches to Language Teaching 
ERIC Clearinghouse on Languages and Linguistics 

ED277280 

 

Where there was once consensus on the “right” way to teach foreign languages, many teachers 

now share the belief that a single right way does not exist. It is certainly true that no 

comparative study has consistently demonstrated the superiority of one method over another for 

all teachers, all students, and all settings. Presented here is a summary of eight language 

teaching methods in practice today: the Grammar-Translation Method, the Direct Method, the 

Audio-Lingual Method, the Silent Way, Suggestopedia, Community Language Learning, the 

Total Physical Response Method, and the Communicative Approach. 

 

Of course, what is described here is only an abstraction. How a method is manifest in the 

classroom will depend heavily on the individual teacher’s interpretation of its principles. 

Some teachers prefer to practice one of these methods to the exclusion of others. Other teachers 

prefer to pick and choose in a principled way among the methodological options that exist, 

creating their own unique blend. The chart inside provides a brief listing of the salient features 

of the eight methods. For more details, readers should consult Techniques and Principles in 

Language Teaching by Diane Larsen-Freeman, published in 1986 by Oxford University Press in 

New York, on which this summary was based. Also see references listed on the next page. 

 

Grammar-Translation Method 

 

The Grammar-Translation method focuses on developing students’ appreciation of the target 

language’s literature as well as teaching the language. Students are presented with target-

language reading passages and answer questions that follow. Other activities include translating 

literary passages from one language into the other, memorizing grammar rules, and memorizing 

native-language equivalents of target language vocabulary. Class work is highly structured, with 

the teacher controlling all activities. 

 

Direct Method 
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The Direct Method allows students to perceive meaning directly through the target language 

because no translation is allowed. Visual aids and pantomime are used to clarify the meaning of 

vocabulary items and concepts. Students speak a great deal in the target language and 

communicate as if in real situations. Reading and writing are taught from the beginning, though 

speaking and listening skills are emphasized. Grammar is learned inductively. 

 

Audio-Lingual Method 

 

The Audio-Lingual Method is based on the behaviorist belief that language learning is the 

acquisition of a set of correct language habits. The learner repeats patterns until able to produce 

them spontaneously. Once a given pattern - for example, subject-verb-prepositional phrase - is 

learned, the speaker can substitute words to make novel sentences. The teacher directs and 

controls students’ behavior, provides a model, and reinforces correct responses. 

 

The Silent Way 

 

The theoretical basis of Gattegno’s Silent Way is the idea that teaching must be subordinated to 

learningand thus students must develop their own inner criteria for correctness. All four skills - 

reading, writing, speaking, and listening - are taught from the beginning. Students’ errors are 

expected as a normal part of learning; the teacher’s silence helps foster self-reliance and student 

initiative. The teacher is active in setting up situations, while the students do most of the talking 

and interacting.  

 

Suggestopedia 

 

Lozanov’s method seeks to help learners eliminate psychological barriers to learning. The 

learning environment is relaxed and subdued, with low lighting and soft music in the 

background. Students choose a name and character in the target language and culture, and 

imagine being that person. Dialogs are presented to the accompaniment of music. Students just 

relax and listen to them being read and later playfully practice the language during an “activation 

period. 
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Community Language Learning 

 

In Curren’s method, teachers consider students as “whole persons,” with intellect, feelings, 

instincts, physical responses, and desire to learn. Teachers also recognize that learning can be 

threatening. By understanding and accepting students’ fears, teachers help students feel secure 

and overcome their fears, and thus help them harness positive energy for learning. The syllabus 

used is learner-generated, in that students choose what they want to learn to say in the target 

language. 

 

Total Physical Response Method 

 

Asher’s approach begins by placing primary importance on listening comprehension, emulating 

the early stages of mother tongue acquisition, and then moving to speaking, reading, and writing. 

Students demonstrate their comprehension by acting out commands issued by the teacher; 

teacher provides novel and often humorous variations of the commands. Activities are designed 

to be fun and to allow students to assume active learning roles. Activities eventually include 

games and skits. 

 

The Communicative Approach 

 

The Communicative Approach stresses the need to teach communicative competence as opposed 

to linguistic competence; thus, functions are emphasized over forms. Students usually work with 

authentic materials in small groups on communicative activities, during which they receive 

practice in negotiating meaning. 
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Eight Approaches to Language Teaching 
 

1. The Grammar-Translation Method 

Goal: To be able to read literature in target language; learn grammar rules and vocabulary; 

develop mental acuity. 

Roles: Teacher has authority; students follow instructions to learn what teacher knows. 

Teaching/Learning process: Students learn by translating from one language to the 

other, often translating reading passages in the target language to the native language. 

Grammar is usually learned deductively on the basis of grammar rules and examples. 

Students memorize the rules, then apply them to other examples. They learn paradigms 

such as verb conjugations, and they learn the native language equivalents of vocabulary 

words. 

Interaction: Student-Teacher & Student-Student 

Most interaction is teacher-to-student; student-initiated interaction and student-student 

interaction is minimal. 

Dealing with Feelings: n/a 

View of Language, Culture: Literary language seen as superior to spoken language; 

culture equated with literature and fine arts. 

Aspects of Language the Approach Emphasizes: Vocabulary, grammar emphasized; 

reading, writing are primary skills; pronunciation and other speaking/listening skills not 

emphasized. 

Role of Students’ Native Language: Native language provides key to meanings in 

target language; native language is used freely in class. 

Means for Evaluation: Tests require translation from native to target and target to native 

language; applying grammar rules, answering questions about foreign culture. 

Response to Students’ Errors: Heavy emphasis placed on correct answers; teacher 

supplies correct answers when students cannot. 

 

2. The Direct Method 

 

Goal: To communicate in target language; to think in target language. 
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Roles: Teacher directs class activities, but students and teacher are partners in the teaching/ 

learning process. 

Teaching/Learning Process: Students are taught to associate meaning and the target 

language directly. New target language words or phrases are introduced through the 

use of realia, pictures, or pantomime, never the native language. Students speak in the 

target language a great deal and communicate as if in real situations. Grammar rules are 

learned inductively - by generalizing from examples. Students practice new vocabulary 

using words in sentences. 

Interaction: Student-Teacher & Student-Student 

Both teacher and students initiate interaction, though student-initiated interaction, with 

teacher or among each other, is usually teacher-directed. 

Dealing with Feelings: n/a 

View of Language, Culture: Language is primarily spoken, not written. Students study 

common, everyday speech in the target language. Aspects of foreign culture are studied 

such as history, geography, daily life. 

Aspects of Language the Approach Emphasizes: Vocabulary emphasized over grammar; 

oral communication considered basic, with reading, writing based on oral 

practice; pronunciation emphasized from outset. 

Role of Students’ Native Language: Not used in the classroom. 

Response to Students’ Errors: Self-correction encouraged whenever possible. 

 

3. The Audio-Lingual Method 

 

Goal: Use the target language communicatively, over learn it, so as to be able to use it 

automatically by forming new habits in the target language and overcoming native 

language habits. 

Roles: Teacher directs, controls students’ language behavior, provides good model for 

imitation; students repeat, respond as quickly and accurately as possible. 

Teaching/Learning Process: New vocabulary, structures presented through dialogs, 

which are learned through imitation, repetition. Drills are based on patterns in dialog. 

Students’ correct responses are positively reinforced; grammar is induced from models. 
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Cultural information is contextualized in the dialogs or presented by the teacher. Reading, 

writing tasks are based on oral work. 

Interaction: Student-Teacher & Student-Student 

Students interact during chain drills or when taking roles in dialogs, all at teacher’s 

direction. Most interaction is between teacher and student, initiated by teacher. 

Dealing with Feelings: n/a 

View of Language, Culture: Descriptive linguistics influence: every language seen as 

having its own unique system of phonological, morphological, and syntactic patterns. 

Method emphasizes everyday speech and uses a graded syllabus from simple to difficult 

linguistic structures. Culture comprises everyday language and behavior. 

Aspects of Language the Approach Emphasizes: Language structures emphasized; 

vocabulary contextualized in dialogs but is limited because syntactic patterns are foremost; 

natural priority of skills - listening, speaking, reading, writing, with emphasis on 

first two; pronunciation taught from beginning, often with language lab work and minimal 

pairs drills. 

Role of Students’ Native Language: Students’ native language habits are considered as 

interfering, thus native language is not used in classroom. Contrasting analysis is considered 

helpful for determining points of interference. 

Means for Evaluation: Discrete-point tests in which students distinguish between words 

or provide an appropriate verb for a sentence, etc. 

Response to Student Error: Teachers strive to prevent student errors by predicting 

trouble spots and tightly controlling what they teach students to say. 

 

4. The Silent Way 

 

Goals: To use language for self-expression; to develop independence from the teacher, to 

develop inner criteria for correctness. 

Roles: Teaching should be subordinated to learning. Teachers should give students only 

what they absolutely need to promote their learning. Learners are responsible for their 

own learning. 

Teaching/Learning Process: Students begin with sounds, introduced through association 
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of sounds in native language to a sound-color chart. Teacher then sets up situations, 

often using Cuisenaire rods, to focus students’ attention on structures. Students interact 

as the situation requires. Teachers see students’ errors as clues to where the target 

language is unclear, and they adjust instruction accordingly. Students are urged to take 

responsibility for their learning. Additional learning is thought to take place during sleep. 

Interaction: Student-Teacher & Student-Student 

The teacher is silent much of the time, but very active setting up situations, listening to 

students, speaking only to give clues, not to model speech. Student-student interaction 

is encouraged. 

Dealing with Feelings: Teachers monitor students’ feelings and actively try to prevent 

their feelings from interfering with their learning. Students express their feelings during 

feedback sessions after class. 

View of Language, Culture: Language and culture are inseparable, and each language is 

seen to be unique despite similarities in structure with other languages. 

Aspects of Language the Approach Emphasizes: All four skill areas worked on from 

beginning (reading, writing, speaking, listening); pronunciation especially, because 

sounds are basic and carry the melody of the language. Structural patterns are practiced 

in meaningful interactions. Syllabus develops according to learning abilities and 

needs. Reading and writing exercises reinforce oral learning. 

Role of Students’ Native Language: Although translation is not used at all, the native 

language is considered a resource because of the overlap that is bound to exist between 

the two languages. The teacher should take into account what the students already 

know. 

Means for Evaluation: Assessment is continual; but only to determine continually changing 

learning needs. Teachers observe students’ ability to transfer what they have learned 

to new contexts. To encourage the development of inner criteria, neither praise nor 

criticism is offered. Students are expected to learn at different rates, and to make 

progress, not necessarily speaking perfectly in the beginning. 

Response to Students’ Errors: Errors are inevitable, a natural, indispensable part of 

learning. 
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5. Suggestopedia 

 

Goals: To learn, at accelerated pace, a foreign language for everyday communication by 

tapping mental powers, and overcoming psychological barriers. 

Roles: Teacher has authority, commands trust and respect of students; teacher 

“desuggests” negative feelings and limits to learning; if teacher succeeds in assuming this 

role, students assume childlike role, spontaneous and uninhibited. 

Teaching and Learning Process: Students learn in a relaxing environment. They choose 

a new identity (name, occupation) in the target language and culture. They use texts of 

dialogs accompanied by translations and notes in their native language. Each dialog is 

ESOL Starter Kit 
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Suggestopedia cont. 

presented, e.g., during two musical concerts; once with the teacher matching his or her 

voice to the rhythm and pitch of the music while students follow along. The second 

time, the teacher reads normally and students relax and listen. At night and on waking, 

the students read it over. Then students gain facility with the new material through 

activities such as dramatizations, games, songs, and question-and-answer sessions. 

Interaction: Student-Teacher & Student-Student 

At first, teacher initiates all interaction and students respond only nonverbally or with a 

few words in target language that they have practiced. Eventually, students initiate 

interaction. Students interact with each other throughout, as directed by teacher. 

Dealing with Feelings: Great importance is placed on students’ feelings, in making them 

feel confident and relaxed, in “de-suggesting” their psychological barriers. 

View of Language, Culture: Language is one plane; nonverbal parts of messages are 

another. Culture includes everyday life and fine arts. 

Aspects of Language the Approach Emphasizes: Vocabulary emphasized, some 

explicit grammar. Students focus on communicative use rather than form; reading, 

writing also have place. 

Role of Students’ Native Language: Translation clarifies dialogs’ meaning; teacher uses 

native language, more at first than later, when necessary. 
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Means for Evaluation: Students’ normal in-class performance is evaluated. There are no 

tests, which would threaten relaxed environment. 

Response to Students’ Errors: Errors are not immediately corrected; teacher models 

correct forms later during class. 

 

6. Community Language Learning 

 

Goals: To learn language communicatively, to take responsibility for learning, to approach 

the task nondefensively, never separating intellect from feelings. 

Roles: Teacher acts as counselor, supporting students with understanding of their struggle 

to master language in often threatening new learning situation. Student is at first a dependent 

client of the counselor and becomes increasingly independent through five specified 

stages. 

Teaching/Learning Process: Nondefensive learning requires six elements: security, 

aggression (students have opportunities to assert, involve themselves), attention, reflection 

(students think about both the language and their experience learning it), retention, 

and discrimination (sorting out differences among target language forms). 

Interaction: Student-Teacher & Student-Student 

Both students and teacher make decisions in the class. Sometimes the teacher directs 

action, other times the students interact independently. A spirit of cooperation is encouraged. 

Dealing with Feelings: Teacher routinely probes for students’ feelings about learning 

and shows understanding, helping them overcome negative feelings. 

View of Language, Culture: Language is for communication, a medium of interpersonal 

sharing and belonging, and creative thinking. Culture is integrated with language. 

Aspects of Language the Approach Emphasizes: At first, since students design syllabus, 

they determine aspects of language studied; later teacher may bring in published 

texts. Particular grammar, pronunciation points are treated, and particular vocabulary 

based on students’ expressed needs. Understanding and speaking are emphasized, 

through reading and writing have a place. 

Role of Students’ Native Language: Use of native language enhances students’ security. 

Students have conversations in their native language; target language translations of these 
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become the text around which subsequent activities revolve. Also, instructions and 

sessions for expressing feelings are in native language. Target language is used progressively 

more. Where students do not share the same native language, the target language 

is used from the outset, though alternatives such as pantomime are also used. 

Means for Evaluation: No specific means are recommended, but adherence to principles 

is urged. Teacher would help students prepare for any test required by school, integrative 

tests would be preferred over discrete-point tests; self-evaluation would be encouraged, 

promoting students’ awareness of their own progress. 

Response to Students’ Errors: Nonthreatening style is encouraged; modeling of correct 

forms. 

 

7. Total Physical Response Method 

 

Goals: To provide an enjoyable learning experience, having a minimum of the stress that 

typically accompanies learning a foreign language. 

Roles: At first the teacher gives commands and students follow them. Once students are 

“ready to speak,” they take on directing roles. 

Teaching/Learning Process: Lessons begin with commands by the teacher; students 

demonstrate their understanding by acting these out; teachers recombine their instructions 

in novel and often humorous ways; eventually students follow suit. Activities later 

include games and skits. 

Interaction: Student-Teacher & Student-Student 

Teacher interacts with individual students and with the group, starting with the teacher 

speaking and the students responding nonverbally. Later this is reversed; students issue 

commands to teacher as well as each other. 

Dealing with Feelings: The method was developed principally to reduce the stress 

associated with language learning; students are not forced to speak before they are 

ready and learning is made as enjoyable as possible, stimulating feelings of success and 

low anxiety. 

View of Language, Culture: Oral modality is primary; culture is the lifestyle of native 

speakers of the target language. 
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Aspects of Language the Approach Emphasizes: Grammatical structures and vocabulary 

are emphasized, imbedded in imperatives. Understanding precedes production; 

spoken language precedes the written word. 

Role of Students’ Native Language: Method is introduced in students’ native language, 

but rarely used later in course. Meaning is made clear through actions. 

Means for Evaluation: Teachers can evaluate students through simple observation of their 

actions. Formal evaluation is achieved by commanding a student to perform a series of 

actions. 

Response to Students’ Errors: Students are expected to make errors once they begin 

speaking. Teachers only correct major errors, and do this unobtrusively. “Fine-tuning” 

occurs later. 
ESOL Starter Kit 
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8. The Communicative Approach 

 

Goals: To become communicatively competent, able to use the language appropriate for a 

given social context; to manage the process of negotiating meaning with interlocutors. 

Roles: Teacher facilitates students’ learning by managing classroom activities, setting up 

communicative situations. Students are communicators, actively engaged in negotiating 

meaning. 

Teaching/Learning Process: Activities are communicative—they represent an information 

gap that needs to be filled; speakers have a choice of what to say and how to say it; 

they receive feedback from the listener that will verify that a purpose has been achieved. 

Authentic materials are used. Students usually work in small groups. 

Interaction: Student-Teacher & Student-Student 

Teacher initiates interactions between students and participates sometimes. Students interact 

a great deal with each other in many configurations. 

Dealing with Feelings: Emphasis is on developing motivation to learn through establishing 

meaningful, purposeful things to do with the target language. Individuality is encouraged, 

as well as cooperation with peers, which both contribute to sense of emotional 
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security with the target language. 

View of Language, Culture: Language is for communication. Linguistic competence 

must be coupled with an ability to convey intended meaning appropriately in different 

social contexts. Culture is everyday lifestyle of native speakers of the target language. 

Nonverbal behavior is important. 

Aspects of Language the Approach Emphasizes: Functions are emphasized over 

forms, with simple forms learned for each function at first, then more complex forms. 

Students work at discourse level. They work on speaking, listening, reading, and writing 

from the beginning. Consistent focus on negotiated meaning. 

Role of Students’ Native Language: Students’ native language usually plays no role. 

Means for Evaluation: Informal evaluation takes place when teacher advises or communicates; 

formal evaluation is by means of an integrative test with a real communicative 

function. 

Response to Students’ Errors: Errors of form are considered natural; students with 

incomplete knowledge of English can still succeed as communicators. 

Additional Resources 

Discourse Analysis for Language Teachers 
Douglas A. Demo, Center for Applied Linguistics, September 2001 

Language Teaching Methodology 
Ted Rodgers, University of Hawaii, September 2001 

Nonnative-English-Speaking Teachers in the English Teaching Profession 
Rosie Maum, JCPS Adult and Continuing Education, December 2002 

Partners in Pedagogy: Collaboration Between University and Secondary School Foreign 
Language Teachers 
Lina Lee, University of New Hampshire, October 1999 

Professional Development for Teachers in Culturally Diverse Schools 
Nancy Clair and Carolyn Temple Adger, Northeast and Islands Regional Educational Laboratory 
at Brown University, October 1999 

Professional Development of Foreign Language Teachers 
Joy Kreeft Peyton, Center for Applied Linguistics, December 1997 

http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0107demo.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/rodgers.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0209maum.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/partners.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/partners.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/profdvpt.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/peyton02.html
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Programs That Prepare Teachers to Work Effectively With Students Learning English 
Josué M. González and Linda Darling-Hammond, December 2000 

The Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol: A Tool for Teacher-Researcher Collaboration 
and Professional Development 
Deborah J. Short, Center for Applied Linguistics, and  
Jana Echevarria, California State University, Long Beach, December 1999 

Teaching Educators About Language: Principles, Structures, and Challenges 
Nancy Clair, Center for Applied Linguistics, November 2000 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0009programs.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/sheltered.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/sheltered.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0008teaching.html
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Cultural Norms in the ESL Learning Environment. 

A good ESL teacher will keep cultural sensitivities in mind when conducting their class and 

build this understanding into their class from the first day. By their very nature, ESL learners are 

a diverse group of individuals who come from many different places around the world.  Each 

culture has their own attitudes and beliefs about learning and teaching and how to conduct 

oneself in the classroom. For example, in Israel students are expected to debate and challenge a 

teacher who might be saying something they disagree with whereby a Vietnamese student may 

not ever speak in class unless they are spoken too. In some cultures, such as the Hispanic culture, 

teachers often touch their students such as a pat on the back or a hug. In other cultures, that may 

constitute a breach of personal space. Furthermore, students will make judgments of the other 

students and the teacher based on their classroom behavior so its important that an atmosphere of 

respect is fostered. 

A teacher in a multi-cultural classroom cannot assume that all students will understand what is 

expected in an American classroom, because for many students the ESL classroom may be the 

first classroom experience the student will have in the United States. Thus, these differing 

attitudes can affect the flow of the class if not addressed from the onset. Below are some 

suggestions to help you facilitate a successful international classroom. 

x Try to learn your student’s name and home country. Sometimes creating name cards with 

this information helps the teachers and other students learn everyone’s name. 

 

x Clearly define your teaching style from the beginning. If you are an informal-style 

teacher who sees their role as a facilitator and enjoys a relaxed atmosphere, make this 

expectation known so that students who come from more formal classroom cultures 

won’t be surprised by your candor. At the same time, should you prefer a much more 

structured class environment – explain to students what you expect: timeliness, raised 

hands for questions, etc. so they don’t feel that your adherence to these rules are a form 

of “picking on” them. 
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x  Some cultures do not value timeliness, and, students from these cultures may not adhere 

to classroom times for starting, breaks, and ending times. You may need to communicate 

to these students that you expect them to adhere to the class schedule or they may be 

regularly tardy.  

 

x Try to avoid controversial conversations, unless you are 

encouraging all students to share their views in comparison and 

contrast with one another. Stating your opinion about topics 

like politics, religion, or world affairs may offend others who 

share a different world-view and cause the student to feel uncomfortable in the class.  

 

x Be aware that some common gestures such as the “thumbs up” or “A-OK” hand signals 

may be offensive to other cultures. Also each culture has a different feeling about eye 

contact in the classroom, be aware of how students react to your gestures and try to strike 

a comfortable balance. 

 

x Give the learner plenty of time to respond to any questions 

delegated to them in class. In some cultures, especially in 

Asia, it is rude to quickly answer a question (it suggests 

you didn’t take time to think about your answer) and some 

students will naturally pause for a moment before 

answering. If a long pause has occurred you can ask the question again and check for 

understanding before moving on.  

 

x Do not allow students to disrespect one another. Sometimes students from cultures that 

have historical challenges may be in the same class together and it is important to set 

boundaries so that all students can feel comfortable. 

 

x Give the students the opportunity to share information and stories about their country and 

culture. Have the student teach the teacher a word or two from their own language or to 

bring a food dish from their birthplace. This instills a sense of pride in the student and 
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also gives the students the benefit of learning about other cultures and languages as part 

of their ESL experience.  

x Understand that asking learners to reveal personal information may cause some of the 

students some discomfort. An Example given by the “ESOL Starter Kit” indicates that 

refugees who lost their family in a war may be hesitant to bring family photos into class 

for a family sharing activity.  

 

x Do everything you can to build a sense of community in the class by assigning study 

buddies or assigning students a role for the class. This encourages the student to persist 

because they feel a certain sense of obligation to the class and fellow classmates.  

Communication and Culture Resources 

 

x American Ways : A Guide for Foreigners in the United States, Gary Althen, 

Intercultural Press,1988. 

x The American Ways : An Introduction to American Culture, Maryanne Kearny 

Datesman, Jo Ann Crandall, Edward N. Kearny, 2nd Edition, Longman, 1996. 

x Beyond Language : Cross-Cultural Communication, Deena R. Levine, Mara B., Ph.D. 

Adelman, 2nd Edition, Longman, 2002. 

x Communicating With Asia : Understanding People and Customs, Harry Irwin, Allen & 

Unwin 1996. 

x Cross-Cultural Communication for New Americans (The Working Culture, Book 1), 

DavidHemphill, Barbara Pfaffenberger, Barbara Hockman, Prentice Hall, 1989. 

x Cultural Considerations in Adult Literacy Education ERIC Digest, George Spanos, 

National Clearinghouse on Literacy Education, Center for Applied Linguistics, EDO-LE-

91-01, April 1991. 

x Cultural Encounters in the U.S.A. : Cross-Cultural Dialogues and Mini-Dramas, 

AndrewMurphy, National Textbook Company Trade, 1994. 

x The Culture Puzzle : Cross-Cultural Communication for English as a Second 

Language, DeenaR. Levine, Jim Baxter, Piper McNulty, Prentice Hall, 1987. 
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x Do’s and Taboos Around the World, Roger E. Axtell (Editor), 4th Edition, John Wiley & 

Sons, 2000. 

x Face to Face: the Cross-Cultural Workbook, Virginia Vogel Zanger, 2nd Edition , Heinle 

& Heinle,1993. 

x Good Neighbors: Communicating with the Mexicans (The Interact Series), John C. 

Condon,2nd Edition, Intercultural Press, 1997. 

x Understanding Arabs: A Guide for Westerners (The Interact Series), Margaret K. 

Nydell, 3rd Revised Edition Intercultural Press, 2002. 
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Your Multi-level ESL Classroom. 

What is a multi-level ESL Classroom? 

The multi-level ESL class has students with varying English language skills. This variances can 

include differences in spoken English proficiency, different age levels, different levels of literacy 

(either in English or in their native language), etc.  Students who have learned to read in another 

alphabet (such as Chinese or Arabic) but not Roman alphabet will likely learn at a different pace 

than those who come from language backgrounds that utilize the same alphabet. The same 

differences occur between those who are highly educated and literate in their native tongue and 

those who may be attaining literacy for the first time. 

Glossary of Terms for Multi-level ESL: 

x Groupings: Different ways of putting students together (based on things such as cross-

ability, like-ability, special needs, compatibility). Using groupings allows the group to 

practice their language skills and achieve independence from their teacher. Group 

activities are also used to increase student talk time. ESL group activities can include 

problem-solving exercises, games and contests, role-playing, and other activities that 

involve more than 2 classmates.  

There are three types of group activities:  

 

o Pair group activity: Pairs of learners 

working together have the greatest 

opportunity to use communicative skills. 

Like-ability pairs succeed when partners' 

roles are interchangeable or equally 

difficult (Bell, 1991). Activities for 

homogeneous pairs include information 

gap (where the assignment can only be 
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completed through sharing of the different information given each learner), 

dialogues, role plays, and pair interviews. 

o Small group activity: An exercise or game in which a small group of students can 

participate in and learn from. Groups can be composed in many different ways (common 

interest, common levels and varying levels) and should be changed often.  

x Team Work: Students work together in pairs or teams in competition with other teams 

creating a sense of urgency and fosters the aspiration to succeed. 

x Whole group activity: An exercise or game in which all students can participate in and 

learn from, regardless of their competence level and language abilities. Whole group 

activities are useful during the early part of the semester when the classroom dynamics 

are not apparent. Later in the semester, you should use whole-group activities only for 

class warm-up and wrap-up activities or perhaps in preparation for key exams.  

Groups, regardless of size, can be comprised of two mixes of students: 

x Cross-ability learners: Pairs or groups of students working together with varying 

degrees of ability or competence. More advanced learners can gain confidence and improve 

competence by helping and teaching lower level peers. These types of groups work best 

when each student has a role in the group and the heavier academic burden is placed on the 

more proficient student. Good activities for cross-ability learning groups include board 

games, jigsaw puzzles, creating posters, etc.   

 

x Like-ability (or homogenous) learners: Pairs or groups of students working together 

who share similar levels of ability or competence. Projects for like-ability groups can 

include problem solving and interviewing. 
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MULTI-LEVEL ESL CLASS RESOURCES  

 

x Alexander, D. (1993). The ESL classroom as community: How self assessment can work. 

Adventures in Assessment: Learner-Centered Approaches to Assessment and Evaluation 

in Adult Literacy, 4, 34-37. 

x Auerbach, E.R. (1992). Making meaning, making change: Participatory curriculum 

development foradult ESL literacy. Washington, DC and McHenry, IL: Center for 

Applied Linguistics and Delta Systems. Available from Delta Systems at 800-323-8270. 

x Bell, J. (1991). Teaching multilevel classes in ESL. San Diego, CA: Dominie Press. 

x Bell, J. & Burnaby, B. (1984). A handbook for ESL literacy. Toronto, Ontario: Ontario 

Institute for Studies in Education Press. 

x Berry, E. & Williams, M.S. (1992). Multilevel ESL curriculum guide. Salem, OR: Oregon 

State Department of Education. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 351 889) 

x Boyd, J.R. & Boyd, M.A. (1989). Input-output teacher’s manual. Normal, IL: Abaca 

Books. Guglielmino, L.M. & Burrichter, A.W. (1987). Adult ESL instruction: A 

challenge and a pleasure: Anorientation guide for adult ESL teachers. Tallahassee, FL: 

Florida State Department of Education. 

x (EDRS No. ED 288 074) Holt, G.M. (1995). Teaching low-level adult ESL learners. 

ERIC Digest. Washington, DC: National Clearinghouse for ESL Literacy Education. 

x Isserlis, J. (1992). What you see: Ongoing assessment in the ESL/literacy classroom. 

Adventures in Assessment: Learner-Centered Approaches to Assessment and Evaluation 

in Adult Literacy, 2,41-48. 

x Santopietro, K. (1991). Multi-level ESL classroom instruction module. Denver, CO: 

Colorado Department of Education. 

x Shank, C. (1993). Teaching in the multi-level adult ESL classroom: Module for ESL 

teacher training. Arlington, VA: Arlington Education and Employment Program (REEP). 

x Taylor, M. (1992). The language experience approach and adult learners. ERIC Digest. 

Washington, DC: National Clearinghouse for ESL Literacy Education. (EDRS No. ED 

350 887). 
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x Wrigley, H.S. & Guth, G. (1992). Bringing literacy to life: Issues and options in adult 

ESL literacy.San Mateo, CA: Aguirre International. (EDRS No. ED 348 896). Available 

from Dominie Press at 800-232-4570. 

x The National Clearinghouse for ESL Literacy Education (NCLE) is operated by the 

Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL) with funding from the Office of Educational 

Research and Improvement, U.S. Department of Education, under contract no. RI 

93002010. The opinions expressed in this report do not necessarily reflect the positions or 

policies of OERI or ED. 
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Using the 4 Literacy Skills in the ESL classroom 

The well-rounded ESL class will focus on the 4 English language skills: reading, writing, 

speaking and listening, not just conversational skills or rote vocabulary. For vocational ESL, the 

literacy skills stressed in the classroom should be those that they will most need in college-level 

courses and the workplace.  

Answer the following questions about your industry and the importance of the above skills: 

x Will the student need to read instructions, maps, manuals or correspondence in your class 

or in the workplace? 

x Will the student need to write reports, correspondence, work-orders or other documents 

in your class or in the workplace? 

x Will the student have to follow verbal instructions in your class or in the workplace? 

x Will the student need to interact with customers, co-workers or other audiences in your 

class or in the workplace? 

Use the answers to those questions to these questions to determine which of the four literacy 

skills mentioned above are the most important to emphasize in your classroom.   

Incorporating classroom exercises where students listen to, read, write and say the words and 

phrases they are learning helps students with memorization while appealing to the various 

learning styles in the class. Below are some examples of how literacy skills can be incorporated 

into the classroom activities: 

Reading 

x Assign students homework that entails reading and clipping an article 

from a newspaper, magazine or trade journal and sharing the content 

with the class or teacher. 

x Have the students read aloud in class (this is also a speaking training 

opportunity). 

x Sight-words: Have a word on a flashcard with a picture of the word 
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on the flip side. Show the card and ask the student to describe what that word depicts. 

Then turn the card over so the student knows if this is correct.  

Writing 

x Have the students complete class journals where they write about their classroom 

experiences in real time. 

x Assign the students homework which entails writing short essays. 

x Have students create their own flash cards (these can be made out of 3 X5 card index 

cards) with vocabulary words and phrases and encourage the students to use them for 

practice and peer-teaching activities. 

Listening: 

x Have students interpret and translate a piece of music or a television broadcast. 

x Give students simple instructions and see if they are able to follow them.  

x Have the students communicate to each other and ask them to paraphrase each others 

communication. 

x Have students listen to incorrect English phrases and suggest corrections. 

 

Speaking: 

x Ask students to share their experiences (i.e. what did you do this weekend?). 

x Have the students prepare a short skirt or play and perform it for the class.  

x Have students read aloud from prepared scripts, ideally scripts that address the kinds of 

information exchanges that are likely in the industry you represent. 
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TTT = Teacher Talk Time and Classroom Conversation Dynamics. 

Teacher talk time (TTT) in the ESL classroom should be kept to a minimum. One of the biggest 

mistakes new ESL teachers make is to teach their class like they would any other class - with 

extensive lectures.  Lecturing DOES NOT work well for ESL learners. To place things in 

perspective, how long do you think your attention span would last if you had to endure a lecture 

in a language you didn’t understand? The way to keep the students engaged and learning is to get 

the students to immediately use the words they are learning by talking to the teachers and 

classmates. As an ESL teacher you are there to present the content then ensure it gets used over 

and over again in the classroom.  

A general rule of thumb is that the classroom discussion (or talk time) should be planned so that 

no more than 70% of the class’ time should be comprised of student talk time – leaving only 

30% of the class time for the teacher to talk. This time-tested ratio will ensure that the students 

get plenty of opportunity to communicate verbally in class. In addition to paying attention to how 

much the teacher talks, the teacher should also be careful how and what he or she communicates. 

When the teacher is talking, their talking should be limited to introducing new material, giving 

instructions, coaching students, praising efforts, etc. 

Student talk time should not only be confined to rote drills (repetition of new words or phrases). 

While drilling is a great memorization technique, and is necessary to lay the groundwork for 

language application, students should also be offered the opportunity to discuss the new words in 

context and to combine new vocabulary into older vocabulary in natural conversation formats. 

Ask the students in the class to use the new words in a sentence or a short story as soon as they 

have properly understood and pronounced the word. 

Calling on students individually will not allow students to acquire enough talk time during each 

class period to be effective. Thus, students should spend time in pairs and small groups 

discussing new material together. The teachers role at that point is to ensure everyone is 

contributing to the group work and interjecting their guidance and instruction whenever 

necessary.  

During class discussions, keep in mind that the student is not only learning the material being 

presented but also, by osmosis, a great deal of the filler language they are encountering. This is 
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why fostering conversation is important. It’s okay if some students don’t get everything you have 

presented students process different amounts of information at different paces. While you should 

address questions, etc. keep the pace of the class moving. You can address remedial issues by 

pairing a more advanced student with the weaker student during pair work.  Remember students 

should be encouraged to work with their peers to gain further understanding of all class material. 

Peer to peer teaching and coaching is important to facilitate the learning process and students 

who gain independence from their teachers are more likely to gain the confidence they need to 

succeed at speaking the language in the real world. 
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Instructional Strategies for Student Understanding. 

Instructors of English as a second language should aim to keep their vocabularies basic and their 

communications as uncomplicated as possible. At the same time, care needs to be taken to ensure 

that the instructor does not inadvertently take on a condescending tone. Keep in mind - many 

ESL learners are highly intelligent and educated in their native language. They will not 

appreciate it if they feel they are being “talked down to.” Thankfully, there are several key rules 

that can assist the ESL teacher in achieving the right balance of simplicity and professionalism. 

1) Expect an initial silent period where students may absorb the material but not produce 

English communication. This silent period can vary from a very short period at the onset 

of the class, to one where the student remains silent until well into the class. Involve this 

student in word repetition and group work to ensure they are exposed to the language and 

eventually most will independently communicate.  

 

2) Avoid colloquialisms, jokes, slang, etc. at the early stages of ESL education. Students in 

language-acquisition mode are interpreting what they are hearing and reading literally, 

word for word. Many times, especially for visual learners, they will be forming a mental                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

image of the concept you are trying to convey.  This word-for-word style of processing 

information means that students may not catch tone, innuendo, satire, or even 

differentiate between main ideas and supporting details. Until students develop a better 

grasp of the nuances of language, its best to avoid phrases that would be confusing if 

taken literally such as: 

x Sorry if I am a little hoarse; I have a frog in my throat. 

x By the end of the day, I was dead on my feet! 

x When I heard the news, it stopped me on my tracks. 

x Let sleeping dogs lie. 

x WHAT OTHERS CAN YOU THINK OF? 

 

3) Whenever possible, use the simplest English possible to describe your concept while still 

effectively communicating your intended message. For example, if someone wanted to 

communicate that they were eating they could say: I am masticating my provisions – or – 
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I am chewing my food. Obviously the second choice is the simplest way of 

communicating the act of eating. Other forms of language simplification include using 

fewer words in your sentences and fewer sentences in your paragraphs. 

 

4) Speak slightly slower than normal to ensure that the words you are communicating can be 

clearly received by the students but avoid talking so slowly that it seems like you are 

“talking down” to the students. 

 

  

5) Resist the natural temptation to shout in an 

attempt to speak more clearly. Speaking more 

loudly than normal does not make you easier to 

understand to the ESL learner. Imagine 

someone screaming at you in a language you 

didn’t understand.  How would that would 

make you feel? Does it change what you do and do not understand in that language? On 

the other hand, do ensure you speak loudly enough that all the persons in the room can 

comfortably hear you. Many cultures discourage students from “complaining” and 

students may not notify you if they cannot hear. Thus, it is incumbent on the teacher to 

ask the students:  Can everybody hear me? 

 

6) Incorporate “realia” into the classroom by bringing in tools and other items that the 

student may encounter in the workplace into the classroom. If you are teaching a medical 

ESL class, you can bring in blood pressure machines, for example, or if you are teaching 

an automotive ESL class you can bring in the tools and parts the student is likely to see in 

an automotive shop. This helps the students visualize their vocabulary in context and 

increases student attention span and interest in the material.  

 

Additional Resources 
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Brain Research: Implications for Second Language Learning 
Fred Genesee, McGill University, December 2000 

Content-centered Language Learning 
Joann Crandall, University of Maryland Baltimore County, January 1994 

Contextual Factors in Second Language Acquisition 
Aída Walqui, West Ed, San Francisco, California, September 2000 

Fostering Second Language Development in Young Children 
National Center for Research on Cultural Diversity and Second Language Learning, October 
1995 

Integrating Language and Content: Lessons from Immersion 
National Center for Research on Cultural Diversity and Second Language Learning, December 
1995 

Language Learning Strategies: An Update 
Rebecca Oxford, University of Alabama, October 1994 

Lexical Approach to Second Language Teaching 
Olga Moudraia, Walailak University, Thailand, June 2001 

The Role of Metacognition in Second Language Teaching and Learning 
Neil J. Anderson, Brigham Young University, April 2002 

Using Cognitive Strategies to Develop English Language and Literacy 
JoAnn Crandall, University of Maryland Baltimore County 
Ann Jaramillo & Laurie Olsen, California Tomorrow 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0012brain.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/cranda01.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0005contextual.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/ncrcds04.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/ncrcds05.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/oxford01.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0102lexical.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0110anderson.html
http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/0205crandall.html
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Repetition, Redundancy and 

Reinforcement. 

Most teachers are aware of the different 

learning styles auditory (learning by 

hearing), visual (learning by seeing), and 

kinesthetic (learning by doing). In order to 

facilitate diverse learning, adult students 

should see, hear, speak and demonstrate the 

concepts they are trying to learn.  

 

This concept becomes even more important 

in the ESL classroom. According to the Virgina Adult Learning Resource Center, the 

successful ESL teacher “builds redundancy into the curriculum.” The basic premise here 

is that material that is only presented once will be quickly forgotten. Language learning is 

a sequential process that requires each lesson to build on the others in order to build a 

language foundation.  

 

How can you achieve productive redundancy in your classroom? 

 

x Have the class repeat a new word of phrase no less than a dozen times before 

moving on to another concept (this is called drilling).  

x Make sure any new vocabulary will be immediately be put to use by asking the 

student to demonstrate the concept, having the student teach the concept to 

another student, or by placing the word in conversational context.   

x Build upon past vocabulary by asking the student to recall words or phrases 

learned from previous class sessions (this is a good way to start each class 

session) and have them apply new words and phrases to the previously learned 

material.  

 



37 
 

x Another form of redundancy or repetition is to have the students read the word or phrase 

out loud, write the word, draw the word (the concept the word is trying to convey), and 

use the word in various written formats.  Have the students learn to write or draw the 

words helps with literacy and grammar as well as improving recall, reading out loud 

helps with reading and conversational skills.  
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Multiple – Intelligences in the ESL Classroom 

The theory of multiple intelligences was developed by Dr. Howard Gardner, Professor of 

Education at Harvard University. It organized learners into 8 distinctive categories. 

Linguistic/Verbal: This student learns in the way that most classes are taught, by the verbal 

exchange of information. Responds well to lectures, radio, etc. 

Visual/Spatial: Student uses visual cues to comprehend and learn a language. This student 

will benefit from charts, graphs, maps, etc. 

Bodily/Kinesthetic:   Learns when there is body motion such as role-play and touching of 

objects. Involve these students in skits or games. 

Interpersonal: Learns by working with others, benefits from pair and group work. May 

enjoy team games. 

Logical/Mathematical: Learns by applying logic and mathematical models, will prefer a 

focus on grammar instruction. 

Musical: Learner communicates using music and melody, benefits from learning 

songs or having music in the classroom. 

Intrapersonal  Learns through self-knowledge, understanding of self-motivations and 

goals. Motivate these students by encouraging them to keep their long—

term goals in mind when they get frustrated. 

Environmental/Natural Learns through the world around them. Will enjoy exercises and 

activities that expose them to nature. Would enjoy field-trips and 

activities involving animals, flowers, etc. 

For the ESL instructor, it becomes important to vary classroom activities so that each kind of 

learner is able to leverage their propensities. For every page of material, lessons can be created 

that involve key elements of these intelligences: visuals, discussions, role-play, self-assessments, 

musical analysis, and theories.  
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Multiple Intelligences: Theory and Practice in Adult ESL. ERIC Digest.   

by Christison, Mary Ann - Kennedy, Deborah  

The theory of multiple intelligences (MI) broadens the traditional view of intelligence as solely 
composed of verbal/linguistic and logical/mathematical abilities. MI theory maintains that all 
humans possess at least eight different intelligences that represent a variety of ways to learn and 
demonstrate understanding. This digest outlines the basic tenets of MI theory and describes how 
it has been applied in teaching English as a second language (ESL) to adults.   

THE THEORY OF MULTIPLE INTELLIGENCES  

Intelligence has traditionally been defined in terms of intelligence quotient (IQ), which measures 
a narrow range of verbal/linguistic and logical/mathematical abilities. Howard Gardner (1993) 
argues that humans possess a number of distinct intelligences that manifest themselves in 
different skills and abilities. All human beings apply these intelligences to solve problems, invent 
processes, and create things. Intelligence, according to MI theory, is being able to apply one or 
more of the intelligences in ways that are valued by a community or culture. The current MI 
model outlines eight intelligences, although Gardner (1999) continues to explore additional 
possibilities.   

* Linguistic Intelligence: The ability to use language effectively both orally and in writing.   

* Logical/Mathematical Intelligence: The ability to use numbers effectively and reason well.   

* Visual/Spatial Intelligence: The ability to recognize form, space, color, line, and shape and to 
graphically represent visual and spatial ideas.   

* Bodily/Kinesthetic Intelligence: The ability to use the body to express ideas and feelings and to 
solve problems.   

* Musical Intelligence: The ability to recognize rhythm, pitch, and melody.   

* Naturalist Intelligence: The ability to recognize and classify plants, minerals, and animals.   

* Interpersonal Intelligence: The ability to understand another person's feelings, motivations, and 
intentions and to respond effectively.   

* Intrapersonal Intelligence: The ability to know about and understand oneself and recognize 
one's similarities to and differences from others.   

APPLICATION OF MI THEORY WITH ADULT ESL LEARNERS  

Rather than functioning as a prescribed teaching method, curriculum, or technique, MI theory 
provides a way of understanding intelligence, which teachers can use as a guide for developing 
classroom activities that address multiple ways of learning and knowing (Christison, 1999b). 
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Teaching strategies informed by MI theory can transfer some control from teacher to learners by 
giving students choices in the ways they will learn and demonstrate their learning. By focusing 
on problem-solving activities that draw on multiple intelligences, these teaching strategies 
encourage learners to build on existing strengths and knowledge to learn new content and skills 
(Kallenbach, 1999). It may also mean the adult learners who have had little success in traditional 
classrooms where only linguistic and mathematics skills are valued may experience more success 
when other intelligences are tapped. Likewise, adult ESL learners from cultures where other 
intelligences-such as interpersonal or musical-are highly valued may find the MI classroom a 
productive learning environment.   

Broadly speaking, teachers have developed four ways of using MI theory in the classroom.   

1. As a tool to help students develop a better understanding and appreciation of their own 
strengths and learning preferences. Christison (1999a) has developed an inventory to identify the 
preferred intelligences of adult English language learners. Learners are asked to respond to six 
statements about each of eight intelligences. An excerpt follows.   

MULTIPLE INTELLIGENCES INVENTORY FOR ESL/EFL ADULTS  

Directions: Rate each statement 2, 1, or 0. 2 means you strongly agree. 1 means you are in the 
middle. 0 means you disagree. Total the points for each intelligence. Compare your scores on the 
different intelligences.   

Verbal/Linguistic Intelligence   

--- 1. I like to read books, magazines, or newspapers.   

--- 2. I often write notes and letters to my friends and family.   

--- 3. I like to talk to people at parties.   

--- 4. I like to tell jokes.   

--- 5. I like to talk to my friends on the phone.   

--- 6. I like to talk about things I read.   

Logical/Mathematical Intelligence   

--- 1. I can do arithmetic easily in my head.   

--- 2. I am good at doing a budget.   

--- 3. I am good at chess, checkers, or number games.   

--- 4. I am good at solving problems.   
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--- 5. I like to analyze things.   

--- 6. I like to organize things.   

--- 7. I like crossword puzzles.   

Naturalist Intelligence   

--- 1. I like houseplants.   

--- 2. I have or would like to have a pet.   

--- 3. I know the names of many different flowers.   

--- 4. I know the names of many different wild animals.   

--- 5. I like to hike and to be outdoors.   

--- 6. I notice the trees and plants in my neighborhood.   

Teachers may adapt the language and accompanying activities to suit the needs of the language 
learners in their classes. Word finds, pair dictations, dictionary and spelling work, focused 
listening, and grammar activities can help learners become comfortable with the inventory 
language even while they are engaged in skills work. Teachers may choose to let the students 
decide whether or not to score the inventory. Other activities, such as dialog journals, murals or 
bulletin boards, and small group conversations also offer adult ESL learners opportunities to 
reflect on their own strengths. The ideas and information that come from these activities can 
inform learner needs assessment and goal-setting processes.   

2. As a tool to develop a better understanding of learners' intelligences. An understanding of MI 
theory broadens teachers' awareness of their students' knowledge and skills and enables them to 
look at each student from the perspective of strengths and potential. Teachers also become aware 
of the different ways in which students may demonstrate their understanding of material. MI 
theory provides a structured way of understanding and addressing the diversity that ESL 
instructors often encounter in the classroom (Christison, 1996). On a given topic or skill, 
teachers can brainstorm with learners a list of activities to practice. For instance, beginners can 
learn about consumerism by making and labeling collages of merchandise, reading newspaper 
ads, developing dialogues, or going on a scavenger hunt to the store. In this way, each learner 
can acquire language skills by employing individual strengths or preferences.   

3. As a guide to provide a greater variety of ways for students to learn and to demonstrate their 
learning. Identification of personal strengths can make students more receptive to nontraditional 
learning activities and can give students a successful experience that builds their confidence as 
learners. As learners and teachers work together, intelligences can emerge naturally through 
partner interviews, preference grids (I can..., I like to...), and needs assessments. However, some 
teachers have encountered at least initial resistance to this process of describing intelligences 
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among students whose cultural or educational backgrounds emphasize more traditional modes of 
teaching and learning (Costanzo & Paxton, 1999). In this case, teachers may choose to focus 
learners' attention on the language they are practicing through these activities rather than on the 
theory. (More challenges to using MI-based activities in the adult ESL classroom are described 
in the upcoming study on MI from the National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and 
Literacy [Viens & Kallenbach, in press].)   

Teachers have noted other positive effects of applying MI theory. A curriculum informed by MI 
theory provides a way of handling differing language skill levels within one class-a very 
common situation in adult ESL classes (Costanzo & Paxton, 1999). When multiple activities are 
available, more students can find ways to participate and take advantage of language acquisition 
opportunities. With an MI curriculum, students become aware that different people have 
different strengths and that each person has a substantive contribution to make (Kallenbach, 
1999). This fits in well with project-based learning where students in a group can divide tasks 
based on individual strengths. For example, one learner might feel confident about planning, 
another might prefer to do the writing, and a third might feel able to present the project to the 
whole class.   

4. As a guide to develop lesson plans that address the full range of learner needs. An MI-
informed reading lesson may begin with typical prereading activities (reviewing earlier material, 
predicting what will happen next), followed by silent reading or reading aloud with discussion of 
vocabulary and text meaning. Learners can then complete a project, individually or in groups, to 
demonstrate their understanding of the text. The teacher offers a choice of projects, such as 
descriptive writing, map drawing, illustration, creation of a dialogue or skit, making a timeline, 
song writing, and retelling. The objective is not to teach to specific intelligences or to correlate 
intelligences with specific activities, but rather to allow learners to employ their preferred ways 
of processing and communicating new information (Coustan & Rocka, 1999).   

Teachers using this type of lesson report that students become more engaged in and enthusiastic 
about reading; the students gain greater understanding of material when they express what they 
have read in ways that are comfortable for them; and their reading strategies improve as reading 
becomes a tool for completion of projects they are interested in (Coustan & Rocka, 1999).   

CONCLUSION  

Teachers who use MI theory to inform their curriculum development find that they gain a deeper 
understanding of students' learning preferences and a greater appreciation of their strengths. 
Students are likely to become more engaged in learning as they use learning modes that match 
their intelligence strengths. In addition, students' regular reflection on their learning broadens 
their definitions of effective and acceptable teaching and learning practices. Students' increased 
engagement and success in learning stimulates teachers to raise their expectations, initiating a 
powerful expectation-response cycle that can lead to greater achievement levels for all.   
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