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 Have you had students come to you 
crying, yelling, or completely depressed? As 
ESL teachers, we are often engaged in diffi-
cult conversations with our students. After 
making my transition from teacher to aca-
demic advisor, learning to navigate challeng-
ing conversations with international students 
has been demanding yet fascinating. Here 
are some techniques I have found helpful. 
 

1. A smile and a friendly “How are 
you?” go a long way.  

 No matter what culture students 
might be from, this is always appreciated: 
After all, a smile is universal. I find this es-
pecially helpful when the student is being 
referred to us for “problematic” behaviors 
like excessive absences or cheating. The wel-
coming atmosphere usually diffuses such stu-
dents’ “combat-ready” mentality: sometimes, 
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 Student self-correction and aware-
ness building can’t replace formal instruction 
about language elements, and neither can it 
replace more extended, purely meaning-
based communicative practice.  However, it 
builds an essential bridge between the two, 
and I would include such a strand in any in-
tensive language class I teach in the future. 
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I can even see their bodies relax. 
 
2. Listen carefully, because the issue 

is not often clearly expressed 
 Students come to us, demanding that 
we let them withdraw from the program or 
let them choose a level that they think is 
more appropriate. However, often it is not 
what they tell us initially that is really both-
ering them. When a crying student tells you 
she needs to drop out, what is really going 
on? Is she scared because she might not 
pass? Is her family going through financial 
difficulty? Did her boyfriend break up with 
her and she’s feeling suicidal?  Is the student 
who’s rarely in class suffering from health 
issues? Could he be tired from observing 
Ramadan? Is Skyping late into night with his 
family back home keeping him awake till 
two every morning? After listening and ask-
ing appropriate questions, we can usually 
find more ways to help them. And of course, 
having someone who listens to them without 
judging helps them feel better. 
 
3. Work on a realistic next step or 

goal. 
 When we know what is really going 
on, working on a next step or a goal helps 
students move on towards their futures, in-
stead of looking at what went wrong. For the 
crying student mentioned above, our office 
probably would suggest that she discuss her 
progress and how to improve her skills with 
her teachers in a weekly conference. If the 
problem is more financial, we would direct 
her to information about on-campus jobs af-
ter checking her eligibility. Offering some-
thing, even when that is not what they origi-
nally asked for, is always appreciated. 
 
4. Involve the students in the process.  
 Just like in the classroom, having stu-
dents come up with their own plans helps 
them feel responsible. This seems to be espe-
cially important in discipline issues like ex-

cessive absences, cheating, or not submitting 
assignments on time. “What are your goals? 
Do you think this behavior is helping you 
achieve them? What would?” Simple ques-
tions like these can encourage them to look 
at their situations critically. I also try to make 
the goals S.M.A.R.T., as in Specific, Measur-
able, Attainable, Relevant, and Time-bound 
(“SMART criteria,” 2011). It is a lot harder 
to stick to a goal if the goal is to “wake up 
early every day and never be late again.” It is 
much easier with a S.M.A.R.T. goal in mind 
such as, “I’ll finish Skyping with my family 
in China before 10:30 and go to bed by 
11:30, so I can catch the 7:35 bus. I’ll study 
for at least 1.5 hours every day at the library 
before going home to my chatty roommates. 
I’ll also keep a schedule book and write 
down homework deadlines and test dates, so 
I can plan ahead to have at least a week for 
writing and editing drafts. This way, I’ll be 
less tempted to cheat.” And, remember to 
keep it realistic – some students get so ex-
cited about their plans that they tell us they 
will be going to bed at 9:30 and waking up at 
5. 
 
5. Know when and where to refer   

students.    
 It’s always helpful to have an idea of 
useful resources for students. After all, we 
are not trained to deal with some of the is-
sues that students have. As academic advis-
ers, we often walk our students who sound 
depressed or suicidal over to our on-campus 
counseling center. On-campus legal services 
are very helpful too. For example, here at the 
University of Oregon, students can make an 
appointment with a lawyer for a free consul-
tation about issues like tenant/landlord dis-
putes. We also have a great office that works 
with students with disabilities. At all these 
places, we often stay with our students while 
they work on an intake questionnaire or 
while they talk with the counselor/lawyer. 
Many students seem to appreciate having a 
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 Here is the situation: we are standing 
in front of the class. We are posing questions 
to our students about a reading, grammar 
point, listening selection or other language 
skill we are covering that day. We pose the 
question in what I term a “call and response 
fashion,” meaning that we put the question 
out to the group, not calling on any individ-
ual student. The students call out their re-
sponses and then we give general feedback 
and pose the next question.  There are sev-
eral advantages to this method of posing 
questions: it feels lively, it doesn’t take a lot 
of our precious time and can keep the pace 
of the class moving along quickly. Students 
who are more verbally adept can shine and 
feel more engaged than in writing. No one is 
put on the spot so it can be face-saving for 

students who are shyer about answering indi-
vidually. 
 
 There is nothing wrong with this 
manner of questioning if it is one of many 
methods of posing and answering questions 
we use. The problem arises when we use it 
exclusively. 
 
 I have been spending a lot of time 
observing other teachers’ classes over the 
last few years and have noted that we all use 
this technique a lot. I was surprised to note 
that despite our knowledge of other alterna-
tives, it seems to be the “go-to” approach for 
posing questions, my own classes included. 
Again, there is nothing wrong with it as one 
of the many techniques we employ. There 

familiar face, not to mention having some-
one who can work through complicated Eng-
lish jargon. 
 
6. Last but not least, make sure they 

know you care.  
 Our students are in a foreign land 
with limited English, which can be very 
scary and humiliating. I still remember, viv-
idly, how humiliating it was at times when I 
was an international student, and that was 15 
years ago. Some students are amazed to 
learn that we do care. This also helps them 
open up to us, which in return makes helping 
them a lot easier. If you pay attention and 
give students the respect they deserve, they 
will feel a little, if not completely, better. 
Good luck! 
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