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What the community thinks:
What should teachers know about their learners?

2. Their purpose and goals
I feel it’s important to understand their 
purpose — personal, professional, 
social needs.

When we know why they’re learning 
English, we can make lessons more 
useful.

They study it just to pass the tests… 
they realize the importance of this 
global language later. So this is our big 
problem.

1. Who they are as people
Who they are – their humanity. That's 
the first goal of a language, to 
communicate with other humans. 

Every topic must have space for using 
the language to express the real world 
of the students. 

Their home language, their attitudes, 
mindsets and financial conditions.

3. What interests them
What they’re passionate about – they’re 
highly motivated to talk about things 
that matter to them, so that’s my 
starting point.

[The] topics that let students express 
how they feel, their opinions, dreams, 
fears…

4. What they can improve
The areas they are struggling in and 
how they can be motivated for 
improvement.

Their ability to be open-minded, to 
appreciate other cultures.

Follow us to  join the discussion

Find out more on the 
TeachingEnglish website

Join our Courses for teachers 
Facebook group

Explore this theme for yourself 
using our ready-made Pathway 

Understanding your learners 
To teach effectively, teachers need to understand who their learners are – what they care about, 
how they see the world and what challenges they face.

When our teacher community explored this theme, they had a lot to say. This roundup highlights 
real voices and experiences from educators around the world. Which ones speak to you?

https://www.facebook.com/TeachingEnglish.BritishCouncil/?locale2=it_IT&_rdr
https://www.instagram.com/teachingenglish.britishcouncil/?hl=en
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCpGyg_swrp18MdGhFkZIPpA
https://x.com/teachingenglish?lang=en-GB
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/coursesforteachers/about
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/professional-development/teachers/professional-development-pathways/pathways-understanding-learners


TeachingEnglish

Watch a popular post about 
observing your learners

[Watch them in class]. It's not that easy 
to observe every detail in every single 
student. We always miss something...

[I do] surveys, observation – actually 
there is an entrance form to the 
institution which require all these 
factors in Mauritius! 

I just talk to my students, we usually 
become [friendly] so they feel 
comfortable expressing their ideas and 
feelings.

How teachers find out about their learners

What motivates learners?
The community’s top ten*

Advice from the community
Make a connection with learners

The first thing is TALK TO THEM. Talk about 
things which are beyond English Language 
Learning. Like: did u sleep well? U won the 
tennis match? Tap into their personal 
interests.

It's all about rapport with teenagers. It is the most 
crucial factor when trying to get them to engage. 
Best plans and techniques in the world can fall flat 
unless you have made that connection and have 
their trust.

Try to understand their situation and background

Some of my students have had traumatic 
experiences and find it difficult to 
concentrate. Patience and kind words go a 
long way to helping them focus.

The topics I avoid in my adult class are religion 
and war (I have students from countries that are 
at war with each other) and I need to be careful 
when I have refugees not to introduce topics that 
might re-traumatize them.

Engage with their hearts and minds 

In the language classroom, both the brain and the 
heart play vital roles. As teachers, when we 
connect with our students' hearts, reaching their 
minds becomes much easier.

Resource
Check out our handbook 
for teachers of refugees

See the original 
comment thread

Watch guest speakers Andre and Georgia 
on engaging with learners’ hearts and minds

Watch guest speakers Susan and Ben on 
teaching refugee learners in Uganda

https://www.facebook.com/reel/1623691598333450
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/publications/resource-books/language-resilience-handbook-teachers-refugees
https://www.facebook.com/TeachingEnglish.BritishCouncil/posts/pfbid0s8QnKMN1BChz4MXZBjPb5zAyafv6mpg8T8yZDmPNRrnoGkQsvaUpxa3FhRb9oVUYl
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2kA_WHuh03Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5ePE_b1hzr8
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Understanding Generation Z 
In recent community discussions, teachers shared how they’re rethinking what motivates their 
Generation Z learners – those born between 1997 and 2012. As the first generation to grow up 
with the internet and social media, these learners often respond differently to classroom 
routines, expectations and goals.

Gen Z. They are difficult. They are frustrating. 
They are difficult to teach. 

HOWEVER, they are also fast learners, they 
are open minded, they are a pleasure to 
spend time with. And they challenge me as 
an educator to experiment and find a real 
solution to meeting their needs.

With the Gen Z and millennials their concepts of 
where and how they use and will continue to use the 
English language is very different and they struggle 
with understanding the relevance of traditional 
teaching methods for their learning. 

As teachers we have to be on the ball with tech and 
life changes to understand their future 
requirements.

Should teachers teach Gen Z phrases and slang?
Yes

Having some familiarity with Gen-Z slang is beneficial 
for smoother communication and building stronger 
connections with them. It shows you're making an 
effort to understand their world.

Once I sat at their desk and asked them to teach me the 
typical vocabulary with some explanations. Swapping 
the traditional roles at school was so much fun!

No
They teach us! And we shouldn't try and emulate them 
by using it back at them, or they'll laugh just as hard 
as we did when our parents tried to be cool. 

No more necessary than the slang of any other era. 
Proper, correct language transcends the fads of the 
day.

Listen to what community 
member Fajarudin thinks

Lesson plan: teaching idioms 
used by different generations 

AI and inclusion
Many teachers are exploring how AI might help them 
better understand and support the diverse needs of 
their learners.  

   AI for inclusion event
3,000+ registered for the event

   25,000+ have viewed the webinar page

Watch the webinars from this event

Recently I finished a course from the British Council about 
digital technologies in the classroom. 

I learned a lot about proper usage of Al as a teacher. Now I 
use Al to save time…  so l can focus more on teaching and 
helping students.

Some teachers feel that learning to use AI frees up 
time to better understand their learners’ needs. 

Join the digital technologies course 

Check out our guidelines on how to use AI 
responsibly with your learners 

https://www.youtube.com/shorts/wcW7gA9TD1I
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/teaching-resources/teaching-secondary/lesson-plans/intermediate-b1/spill-tea-explaining-idioms
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/news-and-events/webinars/webinars-teachers/ai-inclusion-webinars
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/training/teachingenglish-integrating-digital-technologies?fbclid=IwY2xjawK-etNleHRuA2FlbQIxMABicmlkETFmNGdBYnlaSXBQa1FpT1JuAR6S_2xOd2kjdSn7fIMkfcjLpmfCdPO-Zt0U_XerxGO01-EYVXVwjqHV1FiY5g_aem_AiQL6M9pcMgXotdNvYh9tg
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/sites/teacheng/files/2025-04/AI%20guidelines%20for%20teachers%20April%202025%201.pdf
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Watch the original video 
they’re commenting on 

Gender in language teaching 
Teachers in the community shared how gender, inequality and 
local context can shape learners’ experiences in the classroom.

This is so important. I teach in Mexico and there 
is so much inequality everywhere. I try to make 
my students comfortable and welcome.

In my opinion there's no problems 
about gender in classroom, but 
what's important is make your 
students feeling more confident 
and comfortable in classroom 
[whether they’re] a boy or girl.  
[From Algeria] 

Climate and our learners 
Teachers in the community agree that climate is a relevant issue and a 
powerful topic for engaging learners. Many see it as a way to connect with 
what matters to today’s generation.

This is a topic that THIS generation of teens is really 
interested in... if you don't use this topic you are 
waisting a valuable opportunity.

You can't teach a language without something to talk 
about. You can't teach without educating. Teach the 
person, not just the language.

Environment and climate change 
are a burning issue worldwide… 
these students are not meant to 
[spend] their whole life in the 
class but will leave, so build them 
for the future.

Respectful disagreement
When teachers from around the world share views on complex 
issues like gender, disagreement can happen – and that’s OK. 

Conversations like the one below reveal how our beliefs, 
experiences and teaching contexts can differ. But when we 
listen respectfully, we learn more – and so do our learners.

There is no real gender-related problem in western society. There 
is a huge violation of women’s rights in mainly [religious] countries.

Thanks for your comment. Gender inequality isn’t limited to 
one part of the world... It exists in different forms 
everywhere... Let’s keep the discussion respectful and 
open to diverse experiences .

I live in Algeria, [an] Islamic country, [and] I have all my 
rights. I had finished my study at university and I work... I 
respect your opinion, actually, there's some countries 
[where] they suffer from war and social problems, but it's 
not because of Islam.

What we can learn from this exchange
• Reflecting on our own context and listening to others helps 

us better understand the challenges our learners may face.
• Pushing back respectfully helps challenge assumptions.
• Teachers’ experiences differ across contexts – all are valid.
• We all benefit when we listen, reflect and stay open.

Check out our climate 
in language education 
resources

https://www.facebook.com/reel/1223470929184379
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/climate-action-language-education-all-resources
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Courses for teachers group 
Part of the wider TeachingEnglish community, this private 
Facebook group gives teachers a space to reflect on what 
they learn in our open courses, with support from tutors.

Learn more about our free courses 
for teachers 
Find out more about the Courses 
for teachers Facebook group

Understanding your learners: Conversations in the 
Courses for teachers community

Members discussed courses and topics related to the theme of 
understanding their learners. Popular live events included:

Community Corner
Tutors summarise and highlight practical ideas shared by community members.
Most popular topic: Motivating primary learners – 233 comments and reactions.

Ask Us Anything
Tutors respond to members’ biggest teaching questions.
Most discussed: What’s challenging about including all learners? – 324 comments 
and reactions.

Deep Dive
Tutors explore a course idea in more detail, with help from the community.

Watch course tutors Melissa and Huma explore 
how to adapt ‘Find someone who’ activities

Want to share your feedback on our 
courses? Take our short survey.

My perception of their 
needs has really changed 
since I started the course. 
I’ve become much more 
aware of how to emphasize 
the positive intentions 
behind students’ behavior.

I tried to use counselling with 
my students [after the course]. 
It helped a lot to… understand 
the goals, the types of 
activities they like most of all 
and which of the activities are 
most challenging for them. 

How TeachingEnglish courses have helped 
teachers understand their learners better 

Listening to the community
Just as teachers benefit from listening to and understanding their learners, 
TeachingEnglish also grows by learning from its community members.

Here are some changes we’ve made based directly on community feedback:

We’re introducing new ways to help teachers navigate our resources 
more easily – explore our new professional development Pathways for 
teachers here.

We're now live streaming events on YouTube as well as Facebook, 
making it easier for teachers to join – follow our YouTube channel here.

All our courses are now open for a minimum of three months, giving 
teachers more time to do them – see our available courses here.  

We offer courses and discussions that support teachers at different 
points in their teaching career.

We’re hosting live events with guest speakers who have firsthand 
experience teaching in complex, often difficult environments. 

https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/training?fbclid=IwY2xjawKq3SRleHRuA2FlbQIxMABicmlkETFYTldjdEJKekl4YUVWTXY5AR47FWS5EfFCg0fXidY6XgK6eVxRLAvzCCgUC9VDA1NzTnztrOURCZ-R9nmqVQ_aem__osbB2Dgy1R17qh_oeNwLA
https://www.facebook.com/groups/coursesforteachers/about
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6IIgK8mh9_Y&t=152s
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=wXVirt3MRkCyoWJFosyj7M4IulHXLwlCrDSVF0SDGPRURTlIQUdaUU8zSVBYVk5BTExZQzdGV1hRUS4u&route=shorturl
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/professional-development/teachers/professional-development-pathways
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/professional-development/teachers/professional-development-pathways
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCpGyg_swrp18MdGhFkZIPpA
https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/training?fbclid=IwY2xjawKq3SRleHRuA2FlbQIxMABicmlkETFYTldjdEJKekl4YUVWTXY5AR47FWS5EfFCg0fXidY6XgK6eVxRLAvzCCgUC9VDA1NzTnztrOURCZ-R9nmqVQ_aem__osbB2Dgy1R17qh_oeNwLA

