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Culture is defined as learned patters of behaviours and attitudes 
shared by a group of people (Martin, 2010). Culture impacts all 
aspects of a person’s life including their communication style. In 
order to effectively serve students/stakeholders from a wide array 
of cultural groups, it is important to:

•   Learn about other cultures to enhance understanding of how 
other cultures communicate and perceive the world around  
them. In doing so, remember not to use generalizations to judge, 
stereotype, oversimplify or categorize. 

•   No two individuals are alike. People have a plethora of cultural 
identities. Generalizations about a culture should only be viewed 
as statements of likelihood but not certainty.  

•   Recognize your own views about other cultures, where they stem 
from and how they may influence your interactions with others.

•   Enhance your awareness of your values, assumptions and 
biases. Manage your hidden biases and identify strategies to 
prevent them from being expressed through behaviour. 

•   Suspend judgement and attempt to look at the situation from the 
other person’s perspective.

COMMUNICATING WITH INDIVIDUALS FOR WHOM 
ENGLISH IS A SECOND LANGUAGE
The following are some examples of tips to keep in mind when 
communicating with individuals for whom English is a second 
language:

•   Smile. A smile can put the student/stakeholder at ease and 
make them feel more comfortable as they communicate with 
you but be mindful that a smile can be misinterpreted by people 
from other cultures as it may signal being embarrassed or 
uncomfortable. 

•   Be aware that other cultures have different standards regarding 
body language including touching, eye contact, facial expressions 
and personal space. For example, do not assume that someone 
is not being truthful because they are avoiding eye contact.

•   Speak at an appropriate pace. Speaking fast may make it difficult 
for the person to keep up with the conversation. However, be 
careful not to slow down your speech too much as it may come 
across as condescending. 

•   Enunciate clearly. Exaggerated pronunciations will not help the 
listener and in some cases may cause more confusion.

•   Do not speak louder. Speaking at a higher volume will not 
help understanding. This may be perceived as offensive or 
embarrassing.

•   Try not to ask double questions such as, “Do you want to register 
for this course or what do you want me to do?” Ask one question 
at a time in order to provide the listener with an opportunity to 
answer each question separately. 

•   Say “yes” or “no”, not “Uh-huh”, as these expressions are not 
commonly taught when you are learning English as a second 
language. 

•   Avoid slang expressions and acronyms. People whose first 
language is other than English, regardless of their education 
level, will not have a complete knowledge of slang, idioms and 
acronyms. They may understand the words being said but may 
miss the combined meaning.

•   Avoid using contractions. Rather than “can’t” say “cannot”.

•   Be careful with using humour. In many cultures, professionalism 
and protocol are constantly observed. When using humour, 
consider whether it will be understood in the other culture.

•   If you are unsure of whether something has been understood, 
paraphrase it or write it down. It is always a good practice to ask 
the individual to repeat the instructions/next steps provided.

•   Do not assume that silence means lack of understanding. In 
some cultures, it is considered polite to pause for a few seconds 
before responding to a question.

•   Do not make people feel rushed. This may make them more 
nervous thus impacting their ability to communicate effectively. 
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