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Working	  with	  Non-‐Native	  Speakers	  

	  
THE	  FOLLOWING	  TOPICS	  AREN’T	  EXCLUSIVE	  TO	  NON-‐NATIVE	  SPEAKERS’	  	  

WRITING-‐-‐	  BUT	  ARE	  USUALLY	  POPULAR	  TOPICS	  OF	  CONVERSATION	  WITH	  NON-‐NATIVE	  SPEAKERS:	  	  
 

Prepositions *Encourage students to keep a notebook of commonly used prepositional phrases. 
Beginning writers in English will have trouble understanding why it is that sitting by the table is different from 
sitting at the table; more advanced writers will have trouble wrestling with the difference between being 
concerned with something, as opposed to being concerned by something. Typically those prepositions used to 
express abstract thoughts will be particularly meddlesome: an non-native speaker may be able to visualize the 
difference between being on the water and in the water, but less able to see the difference between dwelling in 
and dwelling on a particular idea and emotion.  
 
Unfortunately, most preposition usage is simply that: a matter of usage. The best you can do is to explain 
differences to the writer, and to hope that she will take your explanation with her into her next paper or her next 
conversation with a native speaker.  
 
Articles *Alhough articles are a popular topic of conversation at the SWC, remember that students often have 
larger aspects of writing to practice. 	  
 
Articles are perhaps the most persistent problems for non-native speakers of English, especially for Asian or 
Russian writers, whose languages don't use articles. Occasionally, European speakers will exhibit some 
difficulty with articles as well: in many languages, every noun requires an article, and it is unclear to some 
speakers when articles should be omitted.  
 
The basic rules for articles are not hard to explain: countable nouns require articles; uncountable nouns 
generally do not. Reference to a concrete noun generally requires a definite article; reference to an abstract noun 
usually requires an indefinite article. What complicates the matter is that article use depends often on context, 
both grammatical and in terms of a sentence's meaning. What makes this problem even more difficult to explain 
is that some article use is idiomatic, or requires a lot of grammatical analysis in order to be understood. For 
example, why say "I have a cold," but then say "I have pneumonia"? And why do we invite someone out to 
dinner, not out to the dinner, or a dinner? (Though we will always invite them out for a meal, not simply meal.)  
 
Infinitives vs. Gerunds 
You will find that non-native speakers will naturally pattern their English sentences after sentences in their 
native languages, where often many rules (including the rules for infinitives) differ from the rules we use in 
English. Therefore, you will have writers composing sentences like, "I wouldn't mind to have a BMW."  
 
There are categories of verbs that call for the infinitive, and other categories that do not. If you are unsure about 
these categories, look them up with your students in any of the handbooks on our cart. In explaining the rule to 
the writer, you might learn something yourself! 
 
Infinitives are defined as to + base form of the verb. They have several functions.  
1. Used as subjects and subject complements.  

To know me is to love me.  
To live in Hawaii is my lifetime dream.  

2. Used as objects following certain verbs*.  
I wanted to tell you how much I appreciated your gift.  
He hesitated to ask the embarrassing question.  

3. Used as a shortened form of in order to.  
You must take this medicine (in order) to get well.  
I went to the bank to cash a check.  
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(continued on next page) 
Infinitives can sometimes take objects of their own.  

We hope to find the person who did this.  
I was asked to make a dessert for the potluck dinner.  

*These verbs are commonly followed by infinitives.  
afford 
beg 
decide 
forget 
intend 
mean 
prepare 
seem 
threaten  

Agree 
begin 
demand 
go 
know how 
need 
pretend 
start 
try  

appear 
care 
deserve 
happen 
learn 
neglect 
promise 
stop 
volunteer  

arrange 
choose 
desire 
hate 
like 
offer 
refuse 
struggle 
wait  

Ask 
claim 
expect 
hesitate 
love 
plan 
regret 
swear 
want  

attempt 
consent 
fail 
hope 
manage 
prefer 
remember 
tend 
wish  

 
Gerunds are defined as the -ing form of a verb. They have several functions.  
1. Used as subjects and complements 

Skiing is my favorite sport.  
Hiking can be very strenuous.  
Seeing is believing 

2. Used as objects following prepositions and prepositional expressions  
Thanks for tending my children.  
The job consists of typing, filing, and answering the phone.  

3. Used as objects following certain verbs*.  
The children enjoyed watching the parade.  
Ms. Terrell avoided paying her taxes until it was too late.  

Gerunds can sometimes take objects of their own:  
Roland is afraid of making mistakes.  
Sandy is considering leaving New York.  

*These verbs are commonly followed by gerunds.  
admit 
begin 
discuss 
hate 
love 
practice 
regret 
stop 

Advise 
can't help 
dislike 
hesitate 
mention 
prefer 
remember 
suggest 

anticipate 
complete 
enjoy 
imagine 
mind 
quit 
resent 
threaten 

appreciate 
consider 
finish 
intend 
miss 
recall 
resist 
tolerate 

attempt 
delay 
forget 
keep 
neglect 
recollect 
risk 
try 

avoid 
deny 
go 
like 
postpone 
recommend 
start 
understand 

 
 
Using the Wrong Parts of Speech 
Non-native speakers will sometimes confuse parts of speech, using an adjective where they want to use a noun, 
or a verb where they want to use a gerund, or an adverb where they want to use an adjective. This is common 
when one is learning a foreign language. Be patient: usually pointing to the word in question is enough to make 
the writer hit himself in the head, utter some word that you don't understand, and provide the proper word for 
himself. 
 
Agreement 
Subjects and verbs must agree, tenses must agree, and so on. While this category of error is not exclusive to 
non-native speakers, agreement errors are especially likely to plague their papers. 
 
Verb Tense and Forms 
Non-native speakers will have problems with choosing the proper tenses; they will also be confused (as are our 
native speakers) by irregular verbs, such as lie and lay. 
 
Active and Passive Voices 
In	  a	  sentence	  using	  active	  voice,	  the	  subject	  of	  the	  sentence	  performs	  the	  action	  expressed	  in	  the	  verb. 
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Most writers understand that they ought to avoid the passive voice. But non-native speakers often hide behind 
the passive voice as a way of not taking responsibility for ideas and sentences that they aren't sure about.  
 
Sentence Structure/Sentence Boundaries 
Non-native speakers (even more so than native speakers) often have trouble learning the boundaries of the 
English sentence and so are prone to fragments, run-ons, and convoluted prose. Going back to the basics will 
help these writers: explain to them the simple sentence, the means of coordination and subordination, and, 
perhaps most importantly, the limits of the English sentence. Often the idea that is expressed beautifully in 
Spanish, German, or Russian will break the back of the English sentence. Encourage the writers to be kind to 
their sentences. Help them to judge what an English sentence will bear. 
 
Punctuation 
Everyone has this problem, but non-native speakers are plagued by it. Often, a writer will punctuate a sentence 
according to the rules of his language: a Russian will always place a comma before the word "that," for 
example, simply because it's done that way where he comes from. If you notice persistent punctuation errors, 
talk with the writer about her native language. You may find the root of the problem there, and solving it will be 
that much easier. 
 
The Touchy Matter of Style, or "We Just Don't Say It That Way Here" 
For advanced non-native speakers, the most persistent problem is one of style. It is difficult to catch a 
language's music and subtle rhythms. Again, avoid the temptation of simply saying, "We don't say it like that." 
Engage the writer in a discussion about language and vocabulary (when time allows). You may, in this 
discussion, teach her something about the beauty and delicacy of your own language (and, incidentally, you 
may learn something about the beauty and delicacy of hers). 
 
~adapted from material found at ESLgold.net, Purdue OWL and by Karen	  Gocsik	  and	  Becca	  Lachman	  
-------- 

8.0	  	  Guidelines	  for	  Working	  with	  OPIE	  Bridge	  Students	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

o Ask the student writer to show you the assignment directions given by their teacher, and ask 
what class this is for. If the assignment is for an academic class (non-OPIE class), you can 
feel a bit more freedom in helping the student polish the language so that his/her ideas and 
academic knowledge are not hindered by the student’s language skills. After all, the academic 
professor is interested in assessing the student’s knowledge of the class material, not the 
student’s facility with the English language. 

o If the assignment is for an OPIE class, BE CAREFUL. OPIE classes are designed specifically 
to help improve the student’s ability with the English language. If the student hands in work 
to an OPIE teacher that is beyond the level of what that student could have done by 
him/herself, this hinders the OPIE teacher’s ability to accurately assess the student’s 
proficiency and progress in order to best help the student learn. (Of course, don’t tell the 
student that you will help differently with OPIE assignments than with assignments from an 
academic class.)  

o Here are some suggestions of beneficial ways that you can work with OPIE students doing 
assignments for their OPIE classes. 

o Organization: Ask the student what she/he has been learning in class about how to 
organize an essay.  You may also want to consult the Summary of Levels/Courses in 
OPIE for your reference.  Common topics in this area would include effective thesis 
statements, effective and well-organized supporting paragraphs, specificity of details 
and examples within body paragraphs, and appropriate transitional language within 
and between paragraphs.  Then ask the student to examine his/her work to see if these 
characteristics are in place, or if some improvements are needed.  The student will 
learn the most from being gently coached by the tutor to recall class instruction and 
then apply it to his/her essay. 
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o Grammar: Quickly scan the essay to see what kinds of errors are being made.  It’s 
best to focus on errors that can be addressed with specific rules, as opposed to 
nebulous “we just wouldn’t say it that way” situations.  Recommended grammar 
points to address include subject-verb agreement, appropriateness and consistency of 
verb tense, passive voice, gerunds/infinitives/base forms, fragments, run-ons, ways in 
which clauses within a sentence are linked, and part of speech (e.g., “I 
recommendation her” – the noun recommendation is being used improperly as a 
verb).  Then, ask the student, “What have you learned about (relevant grammar 
problem)?”  See what the student says, and then point to a sentence that has that issue 
and say, “What do you think about (relevant grammar problem) in this sentence?”  
Get the student to make the discovery him/herself, and then encourage the student to 
look at other sentences with a similar eye.  Repeat this procedure with other grammar 
problems as time permits.  The key is to coach the student to make the connections 
and discover the problems on his/her own; the student should be in the driver’s seat, 
as it were.  In this way you not only avoid fixing problems that the student wouldn’t 
be able to fix on his/her own (thereby depriving the OPIE teacher of useful 
information), but also are actually teaming up with the OPIE teacher to train the 
student to proofread his/her own writing. 

o Plagiarism: If you spot any likely instances of plagiarism, PLEASE do not hesitate 
to point this out to the student and tell him/her very clearly that this will not work!  In 
this situation you can be very directive.  It still of course falls to the student, however, 
to correct the problem in his/her essay. 

 


