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the need for a  
tutor or helper
As a review, the full-time language learner should have three areas of 

focus with 10+ hours each week in each area: 

• instruction time

• private study time 

• practice time 

The part-time language learner will have 5+ hours each week of study 

in each area. When a learner is attending an established program of any 

type such as university programs, state and private institutions, language 

schools, study abroad programs, and private tutoring with a company, he 

or she may lack sufficient instruction or practice time to meet the “full-

time” criteria. This means that it will require the learner to extend a long-

term study plan in the new language if he or she wishes to reach a certain 

proficiency level. Instead of two years in full-time study, the part-time 

learner may need four years to reach the same language ability. In 

light of how much longer it will take to achieve the same goal, 

the learner may choose to fill in the missing gaps in his or 

her study plan of study. Remember, this is your study 

plan and classes in an established program may be 

a part of an your overall plan! 
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The missing pieces may be filled by local tutors and helpers. 

A language tutor is someone who assists and 

teaches others in learning the tutor’s own 

language as a job or profession. 

Unlike teachers who are tied to a school, tutors oftentimes 

operate as “freelance instructors.” Sometimes, teachers 

moonlight as tutors. You can expect to pay tutors for their 

services. 

A helper, on the other hand, may not teach 

language as a job, but they are willing to spend 

time with learners to help them understand the 

culture and language. 

Helpers can be paid or non-paid friends, coworkers, 

extended members of the family, or strangers willing to 

help out. They are very important as native speakers, but 

they may require more guidance since they aren’t teachers 

or tutors. Nevertheless, it is important to point out that 

helpers who are teachable, apt to the role, and are given 

time to learn to teach, may become as effective as tutors. 

Sometimes there are no established programs and the 

learner will only have tutors and helpers to work with for all 

of his or her language study. If the learner understands how 

to fill in what is missing or even build an entire study plan, 

he or she will most likely stay on track to make effective 

progress and be able to reach the desired skill in the 

language more quickly regardless of their situation.



5session ten | course one

I’d like to interject a note here. Full-time study does not 

mean solely studying language for a full two years. While 

the beginning may require a complete focus on language 

(6 months to 1 year), a transition can occur where the 

learner is working or serving in some capacity while using 

the new language and continuing to develop in it. This will 

still require instruction and private study, but practice can 

be tailored to specific areas of interest or need. The second 

year of full-time study (continuing a focus on the language) 

may be much more specific to a job, ministry or service of 

some kind. 

One clear example to me is of a language learner in the 

Middle East who continues to attend classes and study 

while directing an educational non-profit organization. He 

began as director his second year and learned quite a bit 

of legal terminology in order to log the paperwork for the 

organization with the local government. 

Remember that a general functional ability for foundational 

language use that can be built on is most often accom-

plished in the lower language levels within the first year. 
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characteristics 
and abilities
of a good tutor or helper

A proficient speaker, that is a native or near native speaker who has a very 

high level of language ability, may work with the language learner in his or her 

home, in a classroom, or out in the community to fill instruction or practice time 

hours. The learner should be comfortable and relaxed around his or her tutor or 

helper. In situations where there are no written materials, the proficient speaker 

is very important. He or she provides learning beyond just practice by also 

providing instruction on how the language works as well. However, “practice” and 

“instruction” may blend together in this type of situation. 

One recent method that has been beneficial when there is no written material is 

the Growing Participator Approach (GPA) by Greg Thomson. This method utilizes 

a strict pre-set system beginning with a great deal of imagery (much like the 

Lexicarry that can be used in fieldwork approaches) which allows students to 

follow step-by-step sequences toward language mastery. Every method has its 

strengths and weaknesses and should to be critically evaluated by the learner for 

benefit to his or her learning. In research, individual differences among learners 

clearly demonstrates that there is no one method and no one way for all learners. 

Please note that many find GPA of great help and others do not connect as well 

with this method. Subsequently, it is only suggested here as an option, especially 

highlighting it for use in areas with very limited written material where options 

are limited. 

https://growingparticipatorapproach.wordpress.com/resources/
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Our organization is not affiliated with GPA in any way, but due to some 

learners’ success, I wanted to mention it here as a possible option. One 

example of a blended approach to using GPA came to me from several 

students in a program in the Middle East. Two or three students attending 

an established program preferred to have a blended format. They chose to 

use some GPA and attended some classes for help in grammar. As stated 

earlier, resources are available to help the learner and can be adjusted 

and adapted when needed. 

With this said, when a learner is following a curriculum of his or her 

choice, a language helper can be of great benefit in practice time. A 

distinction should be made in the degree to which a native speaker is 

able to use his own first language. Not everyone makes a good tutor 

for instruction, but maybe they make an excellent helper. For example, 

skillful language tutors and helpers may have a broader and more in-

depth ability to use their first language whereas less skillful individuals 

may have a more limited ability in the knowledge and use of their first 

language. This is not to devalue the individual, but rather to state that 

some individuals have a greater ability to explain, clarify, nurture, and 

organize material to help the learner. If a native speaker is dearly loved 

but is not skillful in instruction, this person may make a great helper. 

This difference may or may not matter as the learner pursues certain 

demographic populations within a people group. 

Again, the learner must critically evaluate 
his or her own learning situation and 
his or her own needs for selecting 
the right individual to help in 
instruction or practice. 
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If the learner would like a more “accomplished” language ability to manage 

interactions with business workers, language engagement at a school or university, 

or wanting to relate to people in academic situations, the student should choose 

a more skillful helper. Learners should try to find tutors in or around the field 

of interest. This does not necessarily imply that the person must hold a lot of 

university level degrees, just that there is some level of education that has allowed 

the learner to have greater language development and uses technical terminology 

from particular fields. Years ago, we had a gentleman in our ESL program headed 

to an engineering position overseas. He asked how he might improve in his 

ability to function on the job of engineering in Arabic. After developing a general 

language ability, I suggested that he find a tutor or helper with some type of 

engineering knowledge who could help him specifically continue developing his 

language while studying engineering. Sometime later he wrote me and told me 

that a fellow colleague in the same department of the company he worked for had 

offered to help him with learning the language of engineering in Arabic. 

This is not to say that the value of an individual is in his or her education—on 

the contrary, all life has dignity and honor. It is merely speaking of the degree to 

which a person has had opportunity to further develop in his own first language 

ability and teach the language. If I want to speak vernacular French, then I can 

pick up French off of the street. If I need to use French to complete business 

transactions or give a lecture, then I will need practice with a skillful and 

professional speaker who can help me gain these types of language abilities. 

As previously mentioned, if the learner is in a remote area like a tribe in the 

jungle or a small village in the mountains where there are no written materials, 

having a helper that is a native or near native speaker from this people group is 

sufficient. The learner must always critically evaluate his or her situation, purpose, 

and needs for using the language, then draw from that evaluation to make an 

appropriate study plan. 
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Language tutors and helpers should be a support and encouragement for 

the language learner; however, they should not take over and dominate the 

conversation when practicing. In many traditional learning contexts, the teacher 

does the majority of talking. When hiring someone from this context, the helper or 

tutor may assume that this is his or her role. It will be necessary for the language 

learner to “guide” the tutor/helper in what the learner needs. Even highly skilled 

tutors may not realize how to best serve every individual learner, so learners 

should express their needs and collaborate with tutors/helpers. The following is 

an example of guiding the helper through a practice session at a jewelry store in 

the community. The learner and helper go to the jewelry store to investigate the 

differences in quality and price of earrings by making comparisons. The helper/

tutor is generally the first person the learner can get language from in practice 

time before going to the jewelry store. As previously discussed in Session 9, 

planned “in-community” outings can be developed with the assistance of a tutor 

or helper. Here many things can be learned, practiced, and clarified prior to any 

outing to public places. It would be helpful for the tutor/helper to accompany 

the student on some, if not all, of his initial outings as he or she is starting to 

learn the language. When more language is developed, this becomes the personal 

choice of the learner with the helper. 

Further Definition of Tutor and Helper

Tutor: A language tutor is an individual that can provide instruction on the structure 

or grammar of the language. A tutor provides clear explanations, clarifications, well-

sequenced and organized materials, is approachable for asking questions, does not 

dominate or take over and prepares the lessons prior to meeting with the learner.

Helper: A language helper is someone with whom the learner can practice and go 

with on outings.
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Even highly skilled 
tutors may not 
realize how to 
best serve every 
individual learner, 
so learners should 
express their needs 
and collaborate 
with tutors and 
helpers.
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A good tutor or helper will allow the learner to 

shape how outings can be accomplished, how to 

perform tasks, and what range of different conversations 

to plan for. 

Before going into the community, the learner might have a 

conversation with the helper using the prompts on the next page. If the 

learner can’t say this part, here are a few ideas: 

• the learner can write it down and read it to the helper

• the learner can have the information translated and then read it

• the learner can look for someone who speaks a language that is 

common to both of them (a bridge language). 

The general idea is for the helper to gently work in tandem with the 

language learner. He or she should easily aide the student in his 

language efforts while patiently allowing the student to speak and use 

the new language. Watch the videos below for examples of helpful vs. 

unhelpful behaviors. 

Watch Video 10.1 (A Bad Helper)

Watch Video 10.2 (A Good Helper)

https://vimeo.com/465453853
https://vimeo.com/465455284
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a suggested dialogue for the learner to have  
with the helper prior to the first outing

“Today we’re going to the jewelry store to make comparisons in quality and price on 

earrings.”

“I’d like to learn the following things:18 karat gold, 24 karat gold, gold plated, 

silver, silver-plated, bronze, ruby, emerald, sapphire, How much is it?, Why does this 

one cost more? What is the difference in the quality? Etc.” 

(List them out as in this example. You will probably need a whole session or two 

before going out where you list things, write sentences, or questions, role play for 

how people might respond, practice pronunciation, clarify spelling, etc. Look at the 

checklist and in-community sheets in Session 9 for preparing for outings.) 

“When we go to each store, I’d like to first try speaking with the clerks without any 

help. But it gives me confidence and relaxes me that you’ll be with me. Thank you 

for coming.” 

“If I cannot understand something, please only clarify one or two words, don’t tell 

me everything or translate everything. Please clarify key words that will give me the 

main idea.”

“If the clerk looks at you and begins to talk, please tell that clerk that you are only 

my friend and you want to help me, but I (as the learner) would like to do most of 

the talking as I’m learning the language and need to learn how to do it by myself.”

 “If the clerk acts upset, impatient, or rude, we do not have to stay in the store. I 

will politely thank them and we can exit the store together.” 

Note here, rude behavior is very rare for learners to encounter. With the different 

languages that I’ve studied I’ve usually had the opposite occur where people are 

overly nice and go out of their way to be helpful!
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finding and Hiring
language tutors and helpers

When selecting and hiring language tutors or helpers, it is beneficial to first ask 

a friend or someone the learner may know. If the learner works, he or she can 

ask the other employees in the workplace if they know someone who might help. 

If the tutor or helper has limited time, work with the person to arrange times 

that are suitable to both you and the tutor. Sometimes university students are 

a good resource for finding a tutor. Many years ago, I went with a new friend to 

find a helper at a university when we were living in Asia. We visited the English 

Department of the university, and I asked the receptionist and several professors 

who were available to talk to us. We found 2–3 students who were interested in 

helping. My friend briefly talked to the potential helpers and then chose one that 

she thought might help. She suggested a trial period of two months and then set 

a schedule to meet with the helper 2–3 times per week. They studied together 

in her apartment when developing ideas and using language and then went on 

outings to many public places and events together. They actually became dear 

friends and the tutor introduced the new learner to her family and friends. After a 

period of time, the learner had a whole new group of friends. 

An important note to make is that a learner should look for several helpers 

and tutors if appropriate in their situation. Having a variety of native-speakers, 

perspectives, explanations, and examples may help the learner develop a more 

holistic understanding of the language that reaches beyond the expressions, 

mannerisms, and demeanor of one tutor or helper. Once there was a family in 
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Africa who believed they were learning Arabic from a family they were staying 

with only to find out that they had been learning Berber (a minority language) the 

entire time! This can be avoided by seeking multiple tutors and helpers in the 

language, which may take time. 

some tips for looking for  
a beneficial tutor/helper

look for someone who . . .  

. . . shares a mutual language with the 

learner. Can you both speak English and you 

are learning another language from the tutor? 

. . . is patient and can explain how the 

language functions even if he or she doesn’t 

know the technical words for grammar.

. . . can potentially explain things about 

their own culture.

. . . is a proficient or skillful speaker with 

adequate language ability to help the learner 

achieve his or her language learning goals.

. . . has a friendly disposition and preferably 

of the same gender.

. . . might be aware of the learner’s language 

level ability and can adjust vocabulary, rate of 

speech and pronunciation to help the learner.

. . . is willing to find the balance between 

over- and under-correcting. 

. . . will never make fun of, mock or laugh 

at the expense of the new learner. It’s a bit 

different (and fun) to laugh with the learner 

over something together.

. . .  is willing to introduce the learner to 

his or her friends in order to give even more 

practice opportunities

. . . enjoys conversation and strikes 

a balance between not taking over 

conversations and not completely quiet. 

. . . is happy to answer a variety of questions 

about language, culture, people, situations, 

places, and so on.
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working with a  
tutor or helper
When a second language learner first meets a new tutor or helper there are three 

different perspectives that should be considered. 

First, the learner should provide the tutor with an understanding of his or her 

desired goals, curriculum, and outcomes. If the learner is a woman and she really 

wants to develop conversational skills with other women, she should be very 

specific about how to arrange planned and unplanned language practice for going 

into the community to be with women in different contexts such as in stores, at 

events like at a child’s birthday party, and so on. Here, the learner is helping set 

expectations for the tutor’s sessions and what type of language will be highlighted. 

If the learner wants to reach higher levels of proficiency after general functional 

language is developed, his or her learning may shift to specific places of personal 

or professional interest. 

For example, several years ago, two advanced-level lawyers volunteered to do 

clerical work in a local judge’s office while learning their new language. In order 

to acquire more knowledge about the legal system and the language associated 

with the legal system, each lawyer hired his own helper who then attended open 

session court with them and helped them to develop specialized language through 

judicial trials. This technical language, of course, is a much higher level of 

language learning and, in general, learners should begin with functional language 

development through engagement over language in public places. 
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Secondly, the learner should have some flexibility 

and openness to learn new and different things 

by working together with his or her tutor or helper 

about some ideas and outings. Although some learners 

are not great sports fans, it may be helpful to go to a very 

popular sporting event in order to understand local expressions and 

metaphors that are often used. 

Finally, there may be some outings that the learner is unsure of, but that 

the tutor or helper feels would be of great benefit and, subsequently, 

wants to encourage the learner to attend. In this case, the learner would 

need to allow the tutor/ helper to structure and develop some outings for 

them. For example, the tutor or helper may want the learner to attend a 

special ceremony in school. Perhaps the learner does not have children 

and does not see this as beneficial. With the encouragement of the tutor 

or helper, the learner attends the ceremony and learns some interesting 

aspects about the local society and learns more about the language as 

well. All three perspectives should be considered when working with 

tutors and helpers for further development of the new language. 

In my own language learning, some of my dearest friends started out as 

my tutors or helpers. Others never became dear friends but were of great 

benefit to my learning. My private tutors and helpers were my richest 

insight into my new languages and cultures. I felt that it was always 

appropriate to show gratitude and respect to them. 
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key principles 
for language learning

VARIETY challenges us to expand our horizons.

• Find more than one teacher, tutor, or helper.

• Different tutors or helpers can have different strengths (and weaknesses).

• Don’t be afraid to (kindly) drop a tutor or helper if necessary.

Language learners need to be INTENTIONAL  

and PERSISTENT in their study of another language.

• Get out into the community!

• Always keep an eye out for new helpers or tutors

A well-rounded language study plan needs BALANCE in  

instruction, private study, and practice time.

• Tutors and helpers can assist with Instruction or Practice Time

• Instruction—lessons & explanations

• Practice—using the language in interaction 
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activity
Name three places where you can find a tutor or helper in your community:

Name one to three individuals you might know  

who could be a tutor or helper for you in your new language: 
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