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Top Tips for Adult ESL Learners

By Peggy Semingson



Oral Language

• Which comes first?

• How are they connected?

• Language vs. Speaking?

• Which ones you work on 

with your student?

• Today: Content and Use



Guidelines for Teaching Oral Skills
• Basic: Start with useful and basic words and phrases
• Intermediate Skills: Focus of words, phrases, grammatical structures 

must know for everyday needs
o Applying for job / renting apartment / buying groceries 

• Don't assume student doesn't understand a word or phrase because 
they are not able or reluctant to say it 
o Or understands it because they're able to say the word

• Teach only 8 – 10 new words at a time
• 20 or more times of exposure

o Expect a lot of errors
o Correct at appropriate times

• Be patient



Content
•Vocabulary
•Semantics
oMeanings
oRelationships
oSequencing 





What is 
Vocabulary?

• A set of words, typically the 
set in a language or the set 
known to an individual

• Words we know the 
meaning of when we
➢Hear them
➢Say them
➢Read them
➢Write them



Teaching Vocabulary Words

• Group into 5 – 10 new words

• Animals / Colors / Body parts

• Opposites (Big / small)

• Grammar (action verbs – running)

• Avoid translation

• Use pictures / objects 

• Repetition, review, and recycle



Pictures and words
• Help illustrate the meaning of 

words
• Provide context of activity
• Select pictures to meet your 

teaching needs/goals
• Create a picture file...
oMagazines
oNewspapers
oInternet



• Bring the item

• Bring a prop

• Use a photo

• Cartoon drawing

• Black outline drawing



Animals: Household Pets (8-10 words)
• Cat
• Dog
• Bunny
• Fish
• Bird
• Lizard
• Snake
• Chicky

Single objects

Grammar



Variety of 
applications
• What do you think the 

boy is feeling?

• Does he have a smile on 
his face? 

• Do you think he is happy 
or sad? 

• Why? 



Teaching Tips:

• Choose 1 way to say it – and stick with it 

• Be consistent – get into a routine

• Use repetition 

oNeed to hear and use 20 times to learn permanently

oRecycle words in later lessons

• Show several examples 





Use

• Pragmatic Language

oSocial skills

oMatching language to 

situations

oConversations

oStorytelling



Pragmatic 
Language





Speaking and Listening
• Introduce and explain the 

activity first

• Speak slowly

• Repeat back what they said

• Confirm that you understand

• Try to use a variety of words 
that mean the same thing



Active and 
Interactive Activities 
(All Levels)

• Role playing

• Picture Stories

• Conversation Prompts





Example: Roleplay Activity

How to deposit a check:
• Prepare 
• Practice
o Write a dialogue



Picture Stories



Make up 
your own 
story!

**Great to use with writing too**



Conversation Prompts

• Bingo

• Chit – Chat Cards

• 5W + H

• What time is it? (clock / phone)

• Pictures!! -- 
o Silly
o Relevant

▪ Job
▪ Relationships / Family
▪ Vacations

• + 1 question 



What happened?

Who was there?

Why did it happen?

When did it happen?

Where did it happen?

How did it happen?

5 W's + H

Great to use with reading/writing too!



ESL Websites

Google it!
• Free worksheets
• Game ideas
• Key words: 

• "Picture stories for adult ESL students"
• "Free worksheets for -----"

• Be specific! 

Some websites include:
• Games4esl.com
• En.islcollective.com
• ESL Printables
• Teach-this.com



Don't work harder than your student!
• Have them...

oCreate a 
▪ Picture dictionary
▪ Flashcards
▪ Word journal

oRecord new words, phrases, story, etc. on their phone and 
▪ Listen together next session

oTreasure hunt (homework)
▪ Give a flashcard with the name of "group" of vocabulary words 

on it
▪ Their assignment is to "find" as many words in that group
▪ Write them on the back of the card



Fruit

Vocabulary Word Treasure Hunt



Bite – size… 
mini, tiny, 
short, lessons



Student 
Centered

• Observe student (not just errors)

• Feedback from your student
• Are you going too fast / too slow?

• Do not force it!

• Slowly add "tiny" lessons

• Relevant to their life

• Repeat
• Review
• Recycle
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