
How to help beginner students
if you don’t speak their mother tongue?

Use non-linguistic resources!
Even if you don’t share a language with your students, you have a lot of communication tools
available for you! Consider using images, realia (objects around you), drawing and body
language. A quick Google Images search can often do wonders. As for body language, try to
exaggerate it, do more than you would normally do. Remember, this can be tricky in an online
classroom, you might have to stand up or move your camera further away. Don’t forget that your
students can also share screens and use the whiteboard. If they want to express themselves
and they don’t have the linguistic skills, show these tools to help them.

There’s nothing wrong with translation
Even though many tutors swear against it, we think translation can be a fantastic teaching tool.
With GoogleTranslate and other websites being more accurate than ever, there’s nothing
standing in the way of quick translations that will help you get your message across. Use it to
set up instructions or answer questions that go beyond the student’s language level.
Later on, you can use translation to show differences between the target language and the
student’s mother tongue (e.g. word order, prepositions, etc)

Deal with language in chunks
One of the first things you probably learn as a beginner is how to say ‘Nice to meet you’. In
order to be able to understand when we use this expression (when we meet someone for the
first time) and what it means, you don’t need to know that ‘nice’ is an adjective, ‘to’ is a
preposition and that there is no verb here in the sentence, which is unusual. Instead, you can
deal with these words as a chunk of language. Beginners need lots of chunks so that they can
start making simple conversations (e.g. Can I have ….?, Can you help me…?, etc). Focus on
what your students’ needs rather than a prescribed list of what grammar should come first.

Give thinking time
Beginner students might feel anxious about speaking in a new language, giving your students
example models to use and time to compose what they are going to say can help reduce any
stress they might feel.


