Tips for ESL Students

ESL (English as a Second Language) students often need special help in overcoming communication barriers when they prepare and deliver a speech. Here are some suggestions.

Before the Speech

1. Prepare your speech differently from the way you prepare a written report. A speech should have fewer main points than a written paper—more examples, more statistics, more anecdotes, more quotations from experts.

2. Plan to use as many visual aids as possible. Visual aids can be wonderful supports for any speech, but they are especially useful in a speech given by an ESL speaker if there is any chance of the speaker’s words being hard to understand. Especially effective are posters, overhead transparencies, and videotape.

3. Avoid using a bilingual dictionary while preparing your speech. A dictionary that translates back and forth between English and your “first” language may be handy at times, but it often oversimplifies, yielding the wrong English word or failing to capture the nuances of an English word. A better choice is an all-English dictionary. Such a dictionary will explain the variety of meanings for a word, and, in some cases, it will give examples of correct usage. A highly recommended dictionary is The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (4th edition).

4. Prepare to speak from notes. Don’t plan to read from a written manuscript. Most listeners are bored by read-aloud speeches. They prefer to hear a person speak conversationally and informally. Instead of using a written speech, put brief notes on index cards, and then during the speech, glance down at them only when you need to remind yourself of the next point.

5. Practice your speech many times. If you practice your speech over and over, you will become thoroughly familiar with it. This should increase your self-confidence.

6. Practice your speech several times in front of persons who speak English well. Ask friends or classmates to listen to your speech and write down any words or ideas that they have trouble understanding. Don’t say, “Tell me if you can understand me” because they may say, “Yes, we understand you” to avoid hurting your feelings. Instead say, “As I practice my speech, please make notes on anything that is unclear.” With this kind of request, your listeners have an assignment to carry out, and they will probably be candid in pointing out your mistakes. If you mispronounce words, ask your listeners to help you learn the correct pronunciation.

7. Anticipate the question-and-answer period. You cannot cover everything relating to your topic during a short speech. Things that you exclude from your speech might come up during the question-and-answer period at the end of your speech. So try to anticipate what kinds of questions might be asked and prepare appropriate answers.
During the Speech

1. Don’t apologize for not being a fluent speaker of English. An apology is unnecessary and gives the impression that you lack confidence in yourself.

2. Look at your audience. Eye contact is extremely important because many listeners tend to distrust people who do not look at them indirectly. So look at your audience as much as possible, only occasionally glancing down at your notes. A good technique at the beginning of the speech is to find friendly faces in the audience and look at them during your introduction, and then spread your eye contact to other listeners.

3. Speak slowly. All good speakers avoid talking too fast. While you may be nervous and eager to finish your talk, force yourself to speak slowly and distinctly so that everyone can understand you.

4. Emphasize the beginning and ending sounds of words. While many languages do not put much emphasis on sounds in these positions, English speakers must say these sounds distinctly in order to be understood. for example, with words like “seem” and “car,” the consonants at the beginning and end must be spoken clearly.

5. Watch for feedback from your audience. Be sensitive to how your listeners respond to your speech. If, at some point, you see them get puzzled looks on their faces, you can assume that they have failed to understand what you are saying. You should back up and try again to explain your point.

6. Use transitions in your speech. For any speaker, but especially for one who speaks English as a second language, it is a good idea to carry the listeners smoothly from one section of a speech to another, and to alert them to extra-special items. Here are some transitional phrases:

· There are three steps to follow. The first step is…

· Now comes the most difficult step of all…

· And now I come to the most important reason…

· Let me give you an example of what I am talking about…

· Let’s take another look at the three main reasons why I take my position…

· Before going any further, I’d like to review what I’ve covered so far…

· Now that we have seen the problem, let’s turn our attention to the solution.

7. Remember that your listeners are friendly people who wish you well. Giving a speech is a difficult task for most people, and giving one in a second language is especially difficult. Your listeners will admire your courage, and they will be very supportive.
Resources

1. Internet. The Internet has a rich variety of tips and materials. Good starting point: Yahoo (www.yahoo.com). In the search box, type in “English as a second language” or “English grammar.” Then explore the various options that look helpful to you.

2. Special help. If your accent makes it difficult for you to be understood, seek 

3. 
help. Ask your instructor if speech therapy or ESL classes are offered on your campus. If you would like private therapy, contact the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (www.asha.org) for the names of therapists in your community, or look in the Yellow Pages of the phone directory under “Speech and Language Pathologists.” 
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