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Teaching English Abroad: The Top 7 Tips to Follow 

 The importance of learning English in foreign countries has greatly increased, and more 

opportunities have been created for students to volunteer or seek employment post-graduation in 

order to do so.  Many colleges have created these opportunities to teach English through 

alternative breaks, in which students in teams of ten to twenty people go to a developing country 

and teach English over fall, winter, and spring breaks.  As far as employment to teach abroad, 

people can be hired through the Peace Corp, Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL), 

and various other organizations.  Training for teaching English differs for volunteer alternative 

breaks and organizations that hire teachers.  For any person interested in teaching English 

abroad, especially short-term student volunteers, there are seven important tips to know before 

arriving in a foreign country: cultural knowledge of the country/region, knowledge of the 

country/region’s history, being aware of how learning English will benefit the students in that 

country, specific teaching strategies, how to effectively assess the students, how to plan 

lessons/activities with little to no technology, and how to cater to different learning styles. 

 At the College of William and Mary there are ten alternative breaks under Branch Out 

International, two of which are education-based trips.  Alternative breaks are one to two week 

trips in which social justice issues are addressed through student service to the community they 

travel to.  Branch Out International advises each trip to ensure a safe, successful, and service-

oriented trip abroad.  Each team recruits student volunteers through an application and interview  
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process.  Then, the individual teams meet about once a week for three to four months before the 

alternative break trip.  These meetings provide an opportunity for team bonding, preparing to 

serve the community, and learning about the culture and history regarding the social justice issue 

that will be addressed in the country.  One aspect of alternative break training that has been 

missing includes specific strategies in teaching English as a Second Language (ESL).  According 

to the TESOL Quarterly, there has been a “greater need for well-educated teachers of ESOL 

[English for Speakers of other Languages]” (114).  The focus of alternative break team meetings 

is on logistics of the trip, culture, and ideas on how to solve the social justice issue at hand.  

These are all crucial aspects to providing service for foreign countries, but the education-based 

alternative breaks could be more effective if time was shifted to teacher training in ESL.  A more 

well-rounded approach that included teaching instruction could benefit student volunteers more.   

 The first tip for teaching English abroad is cultural knowledge of the country/region.  

Knowing some aspects of the culture of the country in which a student team intends to teach in 

requires various areas of culture: education, family structure, classroom behaviors and 

attendance, views on foreign volunteers (especially from the United States), etc.  One suggested 

aspect of a training program from the TESL Quarterly includes a unit on respecting and learning 

about the countries and communities in which they wish to teach English in.  This would involve 

studying “their cultures, educational systems, and their conditions and ethics of work” (123).  

According to Meredith Dost, a co-leader of the Belize Education alternative break at The College 

of William and Mary, stated that an important feature of cultural knowledge is how it applies to 

education.  For example, students should be fully aware of the specifics about the education  
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system, how it has evolved, how the community views education, and the background of 

teachers and educators in the community (Dost).  Cultural competence can be useful  

in helping the student volunteers adjust to the conditions of the community quicker.  Also, this 

cultural competency could make classroom management easier if the student volunteers know 

how the children in their community act in the classroom or what the expectations the students 

may have of the volunteers.  One of the defining parts of being an educator abroad is becoming 

“Aware of the cultures of his or her students” in order to avoid stereotypes (Lindsay 12).  

Another reason why cultural competency is important to research as a student volunteer group is 

to learn about attitudes of time (George 1).  The students in the country may not run on strict 

time schedules like people in the United States do.  This could avoid unnecessary punishing and 

scolding of children who arrive late.  In addition, it is worth learning whether or not it is 

culturally important for students to be competitive in the classroom environment (George 1).  

Lastly, certain teacher-student interactions could make or break a day’s lesson in another country 

such as humor that is used, the topic of the lesson, gestures used, and physical closeness/distance 

(George 1).  It is clear that the possible problems that could arise when teaching English in a 

foreign country can be prevented by educating oneself and their team about cultural traditions 

and expectations.   

 Learning about the historical background of the country/region that an alternative break is 

going to teach English in is crucial.  First, having a grasp on major historical events can explain 

the condition of the community the team is teaching in.  This may be helpful by researching 

political trends and leaders, the type of government in place and trends of past years, the 

involvement of the United States in the country, and any other important events, including  
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revolutions, wars, etc.  In addition, historical knowledge is a useful safety measure for travelers.  

Knowing what kind of political regime is in place and how visitors are treated is important.  A  

potential problem in teacher preparation to teach ESL abroad was that “many teachers know little 

more about the foreign countries” than they should, which can lead to frustration and a lack of 

understanding about behaviors and actions while visiting the country (Candlin 113).  Melody 

Porter, the Staff Advisor for Brach Out International trips stated that student volunteer teams 

need to be aware of U.S. involvement in the country/region because it can be an invisible belief 

that students bring with them (Melody, Interview).  Another aspect of history that should be 

emphasized is the background of race relations in the country.  This could also help explain 

conditions or a lack of opportunities residents in the community may be facing.  Historical 

knowledge about the country can prevent stereotyping and judging of political, racial, and other 

lenses in which history can be viewed by student teams when preparing to teach English. 

 Next, a significant tool for student volunteers planning on teaching ESL in a foreign 

country will be to understand why learning English will be helpful to the community.  This is 

important in order to set team goals for your trip.  Knowing why English is a desired language to 

learn in the community shows the volunteers how they are serving the people of the community 

(Porter).  In addition, time should be spent learning how and in what context the English 

language is learned by the residents in the particular country.  There may be business, 

political/government, educational, work-related, or social demands for learning English.  The 

language may operate in different ways than members of a college student team may realize 

(Govardhan, Nayar, and Sheorey 124).  The importance of the English language in the forgeign 

country can also help you relate to the ESL students on a more personal level, especially if you  
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understand “why students in a particular country want to learn English” (Govardhan, Navar, and 

Sheorey 124).  While teaching English in a foreign country is beneficial, it adds a richer 

experience for the student volunteers and the community when there is an understanding and 

purpose behind the service trip.  

 Now for the purpose of an education-based service trip, one of the most important of the 

seven tips is actually giving the volunteers skills, instruction, and strategies of teaching ESL 

abroad.  There are many ways to ensure the success of student volunteers, even if they are not 

training to become teachers in a professional sense.  Having a team of student volunteers who 

have concrete skills in how to teach ESL in foreign countries is crucial for the success of their 

one or two week service trip (Porter).  Specific strategies for managing and using time 

effectively in the classroom are useful, and it is important to be well versed in how to teach 

multiple English skills.  The four domains are reading, writing, listening, and speaking.  While a 

short service trip with student volunteers will not have sufficient time to teach a detailed 

curriculum, a basic knowledge of these domains in regard to ESL teaching is beneficial (Peregoy 

and Boyle 34).  Specific strategies in teaching vocabulary and grammar would be the most 

helpful for short-term volunteers.  This can be done by having each team member practice a 

sample teaching lesson in front of the entire team before going to the country.  Also, it would be 

valuable for at least one student volunteer enroll in a college course the semester before the 

service trip that taught ESL teaching skills.  The TESOL guidelines state the importance of 

acquiring “skills beyond just knowing the language” and having “a foundation of knowledge” for 

teaching English overseas (Govardhan, Nayar, and Sheorey 118).  An effective program to teach 

abroad suggested in the TESOL Quarterly is to have multiple units emphasizing “curriculum and  
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materials development” and skills in managing resources and using information technology 

(123).  Therefore, in order to have a successful experience as a team of volunteers, actual 

training and preparation in teaching ESL students is essential before the trip. 

 Specific lesson plans and activities for ESL students will guide their learning, and 

volunteers need to receive training in curriculum and material planning.  As a result, successful 

and interactive lessons will make learning English engaging for the learners, and the classroom 

will be more organized.  When traveling abroad to teach English, volunteers must be prepared to 

plan lessons without computers, printers, copiers, etc.  There are many strategies for teaching 

English, and creativity is key.  However, there are a few terms that are helpful in order to better 

imagine a successful lesson for ESL students.  ESL students need comprehensible input, which 

consists of input language that is understandable for the learners (Peregoy and Boyle 54).  

Comprehensible input can be achieved through the use of manipulatives or relia, meaning the use 

of objects in order to explain a particular word, phrase, or concept.  Scaffolding, which provides 

“support and assistance” that allows learners to perform at their own level, is another key 

concept when constructing a lesson plan for ESL students.  It eventually leads to students 

performing the skills taught in the lesson unassisted (Peregoy and Boyle 99).  With these terms 

in mind, it is easier to conceptualize what a successful and engaging lesson plan would look like.  

By using manipulatives/realia, using language that is understandable for the learners, and using 

scaffolding techniques to guide them in learning English, the lesson plans can be simple yet 

interactive and meaningful.     

 When planning these lessons for ESL students, volunteer teams need to cater to different 

learning styles.  The three main learning styles are visual, auditory, and kinesthetic.  Visual  
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learners “tend to prefer reading and studying charts, drawings, and other graphic information” 

(Brown 129).  Auditory learners favor listening to a lesson, usually in the form of lectures or 

speeches.  Kinesthetic learners prefer “demonstrations and physical activity involving bodily 

movement” (Brown 129).  Students are usually not bound by their learning style, but it means 

they prefer learning in a certain way most of the time.  Therefore, as an ESL volunteer, it is 

important to cater lesson plans that incorporate all three styles of learning.  This will ensure the 

success of all of your students.  Also, it helps create a diverse lesson plan for the learners in order 

to keep them actively engaged in various types of learning.  Learning styles also tend to directly 

reflect “one’s cultural background” (Brown, 129).  Therefore, there may be an emphasis on one 

learning style in the country in which the team decides to teach in.  Learning styles are important 

tools in creating diverse lesson plans and learning about educational culture in the country 

volunteers will travel to. 

 After teaching in a foreign country for one or two weeks, a student team should not 

simply leave the country without assessing their class’s comprehension of the material.   

Assessment is when an instructor analyzes how well or how poorly ESL students perform in 

order to adjust his or her instruction (Peregoy and Boyle 74).  If the teaching program has 

constant volunteers from week to week, assessment for students can be left behind for future 

volunteers.  Then, the students in the country are likely to receive help in areas that they 

struggled with.  Also, by sharing student assessments with local teachers, volunteers can begin 

building capacity in the community by letting the local teachers continue to work on the material 

presented in the last week or two weeks (Porter).  It may be difficult to record detailed 

assessment, especially for a team with only one week to teach with large classes, but “informal  
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assessments work well when you have large classes” (George 179).  Assessment is a skill that 

needs to be taught to student volunteers because it can be difficult “finding an easy way of 

keeping a record of pupil [student] progress” (Candlin 113).  Overall, assessment of student 

progress will benefit the volunteer team in assessing their skills for the next year’s trip, and it 

will help build capacity in the community for local teachers and future volunteers in the 

community.  Students are more likely to succeed when their strengths are utilized and their 

weaknesses are addressed. 

 Teaching English as a Second Language in foreign countries is not something to take 

lightly.  Residents in the communities emphasize the education of the English language for many 

reasons (political, social, work and education opportunities, etc.), and all of the reasons are 

important in some way.  Student alternative breaks to foreign countries must prepare their teams 

for a successful and beneficial experience for the ESL students they are going to teach.  

Therefore, the seven tips express all of the important pieces of knowledge for education-based 

service trips for college students.  Cultural knowledge of the country/region, knowledge about 

the country/region’s historical past, awareness of how learning English will benefit the students 

in that country, training in specific teaching strategies, effective assessment of the students, how 

to plan lessons/activities with little to no technology, and how to cater to different learning styles 

will provide an enriched experience for student volunteer teams as well as the community they 

are serving. 
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