
Action Research Report –  
Leicestershire Adult Learning Services 
(LALS)  
 

Top Tips for Teaching Numeracy to ESOL Learners  
 

www.ncetm.org.uk 

A. Language 
1. Put yourself in the learners’ shoes – think about how you would cope if you were 
doing a Maths session in a different language. You could be confused, forget the 
meanings of words used only once, not be able to spell, say or understand new words 
etc. Remember it is very tiring communicating in a different language and even more so 
when studying numeracy with its own specialised language.  In numeracy classes ESOL 
learners will often have to translate and interpret the language before trying to do the 
maths. 
2. Don’t assume the way in which we put things in English is exactly the same as in 
other languages e.g. word order. 
3. Don’t avoid using language – in fact incorporate word problems in your teaching. 
Learners need to build up their knowledge of vocabulary and language and learn how 
to interpret the language to find out what Maths is needed. If you do not, learners will 
never be able to tackle exam papers. 
B. Speaking and Pronunciation 
1. It is important to make sure learners can say and pronounce the words they need to 
use e.g. not just recognising a written number but being able to say it as well. 
Confusions such as 15/ 50 need to be worked on. Don’t be afraid of correcting the way a 
word is said. Just by repeating it yourself so that it is heard correctly is a good way to 
start. 
2. Different nationalities find different sounds difficult to pronounce eg Chinese and 
Thai learners find it hard to pronounce the last consonant sound – they will say ‘rie’ and 
not rice, ‘ro’ and not road; Asian learners find it hard to differentiate between v/b; ee/i; 
p/d/b; s/sh 
You may need to help learners pronounce the vocabulary by splitting words up into 
smaller sections. 
3. Talk to and listen carefully to the learners as it is in this way you’ll find out what the 
confusions and inconsistencies are.  
4. Engaging learners in discussion is essential. 
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C. Naming of Numbers            
1. Some numbers are not named in the same ways as in English which may cause 
confusion. eg Chinese and some other languages have numbers that reflect the place 
value eg 13 is written/said as 10 and then 3.  
A hundred thousand has a specific name in some Asian languages ‘lakh’ which causes 
difficulty when using place values of units, tens, hundreds in the thousands. 
2. When reading a large number eg 324,641 learners often start with thirty-two and 
then get stuck with the rest.  
3. Some learners were confused if they saw a sum written 333,222 and 111 and did not 
know whether it was 333 + 222 + 111 or 333,222 + 111. 
4. There are lots of different ways of saying 0 including zero, nought, no, zilch, nothing, 
the letter o as in telephone numbers and lots of sporting examples – nil, out for a duck, 
love. 
5. Learners very often do not understand the word or process of tallies. 
D.  Vocabulary     subtract /divide/ digit / fraction   

1. There will be lots of new words and in addition some confusing ones with more than 
one meaning such as table (confusion with the furniture); depth (confusion with deep 
sea – a downwards measurement); for furniture you are measuring across. Other words 
with 2 meanings - rough, scale, odd, even, product, round, area, mean, plot, place, digit, 
square, mental, degree, take away and point.  
2. Similar but different words are extremely confusing- 
eg remainder / reminder; different / difference; times tables / timetables 
3. In order to reinforce vocabulary – put a list on the wall and ask learners to write the 
words in their folders or in notebooks (or vocab books); revisit the words every week; 
have pictures or arm/body movements to go with them. 
4. Vocabulary needs to be embedded and constantly repeated in order for learners to 
remember new words. eg ‘Sharing’, often used as an explanation of what dividing 
means, may need a lot of exploration before learners understand it and revisiting of it 
in subsequent sessions. 

       Uno, Deux, ���, Four, Fünf 
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E.  Context Vocabulary                £ 
1. In published materials Maths is often set in a context to make it easier to understand 
but ESOL learners may not know the vocabulary of that context. The context itself may 
be outside their experience. eg dealing with money - In some households the woman 
does not deal with money at all. Road maps are particularly confusing as again they 
may have never been used by the learner. 
2. Develop their vocabulary & knowledge of contextual situations & equip them with 
contexts they do not normally access from the known to the unknown. 
F.  Question Words         How? What? Why?            
Question words e.g. ‘what/why/when’ etc and in particular ‘how long /often / much / 
many’ are quite confusing in English so you may need to check they understand; 
concentrate on 1 or 2 in a session rather than several at once. 

G.  Reading                                        

When reading a problem ESOL learners often find difficulty in picking out the most 
important words and often believe they need to understand every word (and may well 
look up every unknown word in a dictionary). They need to be taught to find the 
essential words – highlighting important words is a good idea. 
H.  Instructions and Explanations Do....  Don’t.... 

1. You need to check that ESOL learners understand – don’t just say – ‘Do you 
understand?’ They will probably say yes or nod to please you but remember in some 
cultures a nod means no; use careful questioning to assess understanding. 
2. When giving an explanation say a little bit at a time; do not give a long drawn out 
explanation and then expect learners to get on with the task as this causes confusion 
and lack of confidence. 
3. If you need to explain something more than once, try to do so in the same words 
rather than with different language as it can become even more confusing if you 
introduce yet more unknown words. 
4. It is a good idea to model how to do something either by demonstrating it yourself 
with the whole class or get a learner or pair of learners to do so. 
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I. Educational Background              

1. ESOL learners often have a more formal and traditional educational background and 
sometimes for a shorter period of time than would be expected in this country. This can 
cause difficulty in following instructions and explanations and also in a lack of study 
and organisational skills required. 
2. Some learners are unaccustomed to the concepts of estimating and have been 
taught that only precise answers are acceptable. They can overuse the rubber as they 
do not want incorrect answers/working out whereas in actual fact they need to be 
encouraged to leave these as part of the learning process. 
 
J. Cultural Barriers                            

1. Most ESOL learners thoroughly enjoy games and they are really useful to get a buzz 
in the class and to learn through playing but Muslim learners may not wish to use dice 
or games such as Bingo, particularly with their children, as they are linked to gambling. 
If you know the learners well discuss it with them first. If not avoid such things during 
the first few sessions. 
2. Be sensitive to groupings of learners particularly with a new group. Some women 
may be most uncomfortable if paired with a male and vice versa. Get to know your 
learners and discuss any issues with them. 
3. Some learners may be misinterpreted and appear rude due to a lack of language 
skills; please and thank you are used very differently in different languages. Setting 
ground rules and giving learners the language tools to be polite according to our 
conventions may be necessary.  
 
K. Use of First Language  Gujarati/ Urdu/Chinese/ 

1. It is useful for learners to keep a vocabulary book with the words in English and in 
their own language. 
2. Allow time for learners to consolidate new concepts with each other using their own 
language for deeper understanding and meaning. 
3. If a learner is having real difficulty in understanding a concept let another learner 
explain in their own language. 
4. Set ground rules so that the first language is used in a controlled situation. 
5. It is very useful to discuss in English how a particular mathematical problem is done 
or set out in their country. 
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L.  Specific Areas which may cause Difficulty  % 

1. Fractions and percentages – in some Indian and Chinese languages the spoken order 
of words in fractions and percentages in their own language is different which causes 
great confusion if you are not aware of this.  
2. Time – half past in some languages is said as half way to the next hour. 
3. In some cultures you are 1 (ie in your first year) when born and not 0. 
4. The use of punctuation in Maths is different in different countries  
eg decimal point / comma, whether to use commas in large numbers and  
use of colon / point in time can all be misleading.  
 

M. Resources                                  

1. Kinaesthetic materials eg matching cards are usually very popular. 
2. Check published materials for Equality and Diversity. 
3. ‘Skills Sheets’ by Linzi Henry ‘Number’ and ‘Arithmetic’ are very useful as starting 
points. Pictures support the text (not too lengthy) giving good visual clues and each 
sheet is well set out, focussing on a particular skill per sheet. The sheets are curriculum 
referenced and can also be cut into cards. 
4. For learners with very rudimentary number skills the Oxford County Council Maths 
for ESOL Packs 1 and 2 have useful, well- set out photocopiable resources including 
information sheets, worksheets and games/activities.  
5. An American book ‘English Language Learners in the Mathematics Classroom’ by 
Debra Coggins and others published by Corwin Press is a useful book to read before 
teaching numeracy to ESOL learners despite being school rather than adult based. 
 

www.ncetm.org.uk A Department for Children Schools and Families initiative to 
enhance professional development across mathematics teaching. 
 

 



Action Research Report –  
Leicestershire Adult Learning Services 
(LALS)  
 

www.ncetm.org.uk A Department for Children Schools and Families initiative to 
enhance professional development across mathematics teaching. 
 

 

 

N. Recruitment                                                                    

1. Family Numeracy for ESOL learners is often a good way of recruiting learners who 
have school-age children as they want to understand the Maths being taught in school 
so that they can help their children. 
2. If recruiting for a specific numeracy class for ESOL learners think carefully about the 
type of learner you wish to attract. In our project the main criterion was that learners 
did not have a Maths qualification from their home country or from the UK. Their 
English was at Entry level.  
3. Learners with  little or no education with very weak literacy and numeracy skills 
would need a lot of preparatory ESOL work in the basic language of number in an 
everyday context eg numbers, money, prices, dates, time etc 
4. A three term 2 hour a week collaborative training model which we would like to pilot 
is:- 
 Term 1 - ESOL learners are taught by an ESOL tutor with support from a Maths tutor 
and the topics covered would include the ones mentioned above in everyday contexts 
which they know and such things as question words, comparisons and some basic 
mathematical terminology. 
Term 2 – ESOL learners would be taught by the Maths tutor with support from the ESOL 
tutor and, building on what they had learned, move on to more numerical concepts and 
problems. 
Term 3 – The support would continue if appropriate and the learners would work 
towards the Maths and language needed for an Entry level assignment or Level 1 /2 
exam. 
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