Guidelines for Churches providing English classes

These suggestions for good practice come from research interviews in 10 churches/church organisations who are currently offering English Language Support Lessons (ELSL) to their surrounding migrant community, as given to Laura Farling. They also draw from the experience of Presbyterian Church in Ireland, mission worker, Keith Preston who has many years of experience teaching English to migrant people and people seeking asylum in Belfast and in Dungannon. 

Methods of Good Practice

1. Be Responsive – respond to the language and social needs of your students. This may involve adjusting the timing of the lessons to best suit their work/study patterns, or it may concern the type of language practise and tuition that is taught within the lessons. If the students are in Northern Ireland to search for work then they may desire to learn vocabulary relevant to their particular jobs/skills, or if they want to better integrate into their community then they may wish to learn common conversational topics.

2. Undergo a TEFL/TESOL Course – if it is possible financially and time-wise, it can be very useful to have at least one person who has undergone a TEFL/TESOL course to help out with the ELSL. There are plenty of short term TEFL courses available and there are also opportunities to do a course online as part of a distance-learning qualification. A TEFL course will offer advice concerning class management, how to teach English grammar, cultural differences in a language classroom, and how to deal with different levels of learners, amongst other things specific to teaching English to speakers of other languages.

3. Use the Strengths of Those Involved – Whether they have a TEFL qualification or not take full advantage of the strengths or qualifications achieved by those who wish to be involved in helping with the ELSL. Teachers, nurses, bakers, tea-makers, organisers, past missionaries, and students are just examples of the people and professions that can display gifts ideal for the running of a successful ELSL. 

4. Welcome the Students – provide a welcoming atmosphere in order to help the students feel comfortable. Your ELSL may be their first direct close contact with a native from Northern Ireland and so it is important to create a non-threatening environment. Simple tactics can help to make the students feel welcome, for example, have someone to welcome the students at the door with a handshake and then direct them to the classroom they will be using, or make an effort to learn their names and nationalities by having name badges or flags to represent their home country.
5. Be Aware – take an interest in the cultural background of your students either by observation or background reading on the internet or in travel books. Try to understand any potential cultural differences between the host culture in Northern Ireland and the sending culture. This may help to avoid any topics of conversation which may offend your students, or, on the other hand, it may help you to actively produce resources or topics that will interest and motivate the students to learn. Some of the students may be from faith backgrounds outside of the Christian faith, and may never have been in a Christian church before and so it is important to be sensitive to this.

6. Provide Resources – Text books can be expensive to buy and so it may not be financially possible to provide one each for the students. Publishers of text books usually allow 20% of the book to be photocopied and so it is not always necessary to provide one for each student but it is important to be aware and to comply with photocopying laws. Notebooks, pens and folders can be provided for the students at a relatively small cost.   
The government provide free resources on the website http://rwp.excellencegateway.org.uk/readwriteplus/LearningMaterialsESOL. which can be used creatively. Many other excellent materials are readily available such as New Headway textbooks, which 8 out of the 10 churches interviewed use. A must-have for teaching English is Raymond Murphy’s Essential Grammar in Use, which comes in three main levels of English learning – Elementary, Intermediate and Advanced. There is a wide selection of text books which can be found at any major bookshop and can be used to get you started. Many text books now come with CDs with materials and worksheets you can print from your computer. Take time to look and find a text book that appeals to you and to your students.
7. Provide Opportunities for Social Interaction – It can be very beneficial to include a short coffee break in the middle of the lesson to avoid it becoming tiring for the students, but it can also provide an opportunity for the students to interact with each other on an informal basis. The social interaction can prove to be an important aspect of any ELSL as it offers contact where friendships can develop between the students. The students will have commonalities with each other as they are all in a foreign country where the language is not their native tongue. 

8. Provide Opportunities for Language Practise – Having outings or days away either throughout the year of at the beginning and the end of the teaching term can provide opportunities for the students to practise their English in a safe environment, with people they have built relationships with, on an informal basis. 

9. Seek to offer Support for Social Needs – If there is a significant language barrier the students can become vulnerable and isolated due to fear or lack of confidence in communicating with people. Talk to your students and ask them how they are coping with living in Northern Ireland – because some may be here out of necessity rather than choice. The language barrier may also mean that your students are unaware of social provisions that are legally available to them, for example, social and health care, social housing benefits and schooling for their children. It could be worthwhile dedicating an evening of your ELSL to discuss things like; what is available in your local area in terms of additional language support at the local technical college, where the nearest hospital is, how to register with a dentist, and where to go for accommodation or housing issues.

10.  Child Protection Policy – It is important to know the child protection policy of your CO in order to understand what this means for the ELSL. The Child Protection Policy of your church will determine whether there are facilities in place to offer the ELSL to children. If crèche facilities are available during the time that the lessons take place may also influence the decision of adult learners with young children whether they are able to attend the classes or not as it will be dependent on them being able to find a babysitter. If it is possible, having crèche facilities would only enhance the ELSL as it may mean that families can attend and both parents of young children can benefit from the English lessons.

11.   Games - Don’t underestimate the importance of games in adult learning. Sprinkle these liberally through your lesson and you will find that the students may not only remember English quicker, but your students will enjoy the lesson and they will come back again and again. If you search for classroom speaking games, there are thousands of game ideas which can be used in an English class, or if you want to invest in a book or two, Penny Ur’s Grammar Practise Activities, or Friederike Klippel’s Keep Talking are wonderful resources which can either be found in major bookshops or through Amazon.co.uk.
The main tip we suggest is to have fun and enjoy the interaction and conversations with people from other parts of the world who have landed on your doorstep. Be creative with your lessons, but keep them simple and adapt to a pace that suits your students.
Useful Websites

· http://rwp.excellencegateway.org.uk/readwriteplus/LearningMaterialsESOL
· http://puzzlemaker.discoveryeducation.com/
· http://www.eslhq.com/
· http://www2.elc.polyu.edu.hk/CILL/ipatypewriter.htm
· http://www.eslcafe.com/idea/index.cgi
· http://www.usingenglish.com/handouts/
· http://www.talent.ac.uk/content.asp?CategoryID=731
· http://www.easyenglish.info/index.htm  (bible)

· http://www.armoredpenguin.com/wordsearch/
· http://www.bogglesworldesl.com/
· http://www.edhelper.com/
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