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ESL teachers work with adult students from a great range of backgrounds, ages, abilities, and skills.  They often 
find themselves instructing mixed-level classes comprised of students with different needs.

Some ESL students want to enroll in Adult Ed classes or attend college.   Some want to obtain a good job or 
enter job training.  Others need encouragement in order to utilize community resources, gain skills needed for 
attaining citizenship, get healthcare, help children with homework, use a computer, or write a resume.  All want 
to make a better life for themselves and for their families.

All ESL students need to improve their reading, writing, and grammar, as well as their listening and oral 
communication skills.  Some have failed to improve their skills beyond a certain level.  Some have trouble 
concentrating; they are distracted by real-life problems.

Reading, writing, and grammar should be taught in a way that emphasizes their real-life relevance.  ESL students 
should be introduced to skills in an enjoyable way, one that not only holds their interest but also gives them 
instant feedback.

Software designed to help ESL students is an excellent tool for accomplishing these goals.  Good skill-building 
software offers clear visual cues, a step-by-step approach, and context-sensitive feedback.  Good skill-building 
software allows teachers to monitor individual student work.

Merit Software’s English language learner solutions are designed with these qualities in mind.  Hundreds of 
teachers have reported Merit’s effectiveness in helping them teach ESL skills in classroom and lab settings.  They 
have used Merit’s ESL software to fulfill curricular and program goals, boost proficiency scores, and save time.

We at Merit Software are dedicated to aiding teachers and students with our easy-to-use educational software.  
Based on feedback from educators, we have compiled 61 surefire ways for teaching ESL both effectively and 
efficiently using Merit Software.

For more information, contact NAS SOFTWARE, INC. | Call us toll free: (800) 837-5343 | www.nas.ca
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GETTING STARTED IN THE CLASSROOM

1. Learn about Students’ Languages: Take out a world map.  List three columns on the board: “name,” 
“country,” and “language.” Go around the room; ask where students come from and what languages they 
speak.  Point out each student’s country on the map.  Then, write the name of each student, their country 
and their language(s) on the board.  Ask students to take turns introducing whoever is sitting next to them.

2. Compare English to Native Languages: Ask students their opinions about  how close their own language 
is to English.  Which students grew up using a different kind of alphabet?  Which students feel that their own 
language is similar to English?  Can they give an example of two words that sound similar?  Which students 
feel that their own languages are very different from English?  Can speakers of languages such as Cantonese, 
Farsi, Arabic, Hmong, Twi, or Albanian name any English words that have been adapted into their language?

3. Write about ESL Class: Ask students to write about their ESL class.  Who is in the class?  What are other 
students like, and where are they from?  How big is the class?  Where does it meet?  Who teaches the class?  
How does the ESL classroom seem similar or different from school in their own countries?  After writing, ask 
for a few volunteers to read their work.  Use issues that come up in students’ writing, such as verb tense or 
the correct usage of “to be,” to teach a grammar mini-lesson.

4. Learn about Students: Write a number of phrases on the board.  Ask students to check off any phrases that 
apply to them.  For example, phrases could include: “from South America,” “from the Caribbean,” “from 
China,” “glad to be in school,” “a mother,” “a brother,” “over 22 years old,” “shy,” “friendly,” “happy to speak 
English,” “afraid to write English,” “interested in sports,” “a good cook.”  Have students break into pairs.  Each 
pair should ask each other questions, using these phrases.  Next, each pair should decide whether they 
share anything in common, and then take turns telling the class something that they learned about their 
partner.

5. Write Educational Autobiographies: For homework, ask students to write the story of their education.  
Growing up, were they able to attend school?  How long did they attend?  Did family members encourage 
them to study?  Did they like their teachers?  What were their favorite subjects?  What subjects did they like 
least?  What do they hope to gain by learning English now?  What do they want to read about or study in the 
future?  What is the most important advice they would offer about education, based on their own 
experience?

6. Introduce Computers into Class Discussion: Explain to the class that they will be using computers and ESL 
software on a regular basis.  Write a few sentences about computers on the board, asking students to mark 
them “true” or “false.”  Ask students to explain their opinions.  Sentences, involving a particular verb (such as 
“to be” or “to have”), could include: “Computers are easy for me”; “Computers are hard for children”; “All 
computers are the same”; “All Canadians have computers in their homes”; “Every classroom in Canada has a 
computer.”

GETTING STARTED WITH COMPUTERS

7. Make Students Comfortable: Check that students are sitting comfortably and are at the correct height and 
distance from the computer.  Discuss the importance of caring for health in a work environment.  Do 
students know to watch out for shoulder, arm, or back strain?  Do any students need to get glasses?  Would 
the same computer-chair height be suitable for young children? 

8. Keep up the Comfort: From time to time, make sure that students still feel comfortable.  Encourage them to 
stretch every 20 minutes, focusing their eyes on the farthest point across the room or out the window.  
While stretching, go over terms such as “posture,” “stretch,” “prevent back strain,” “good vision,” “focus eyes.”

9. Demonstrate Software: Make sure students know the location of the Enter key.  Check that they are 
familiar with mouse buttons and can use the mouse to point to Merit text on the screen. 
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10. Talk about Time: Make sure students understand that the computer doesn't judge them.  They should take 
all the time they need to read text or respond to a question.

11. Review Computer Vocabulary (A): Offer students a picture of a computer and/or computer peripherals. 
Ask them to label the screen, mouse, mouse pad, and keyboard.  Ask students to write sentences explaining 
what they did on the computer.  They should work with words such as “software,” “click,” “highlight,” “text,” 
and “printer.”  Point out how “click” and “highlight” are the  verbs in this group and that “software,” “text,” and 
“printer” are nouns. Explain how “text” is now sometimes used as a verb.  

12. Relate Computers to Real-Life: Ask students to explain how they already use computers.  Do they have a 
computer at home?  Use the computer lab at school?  Use an ATM machine?  Send e-mail to family or friends 
in another country?  Visit web sites to get news about their country?  Search for information about health, 
schools, jobs, or government resources?  Visit ESL web sites?  Following class discussion, ask students to 
write about their computer experience and what new things they would like to do with computers.

13. Explore Computers: Encourage students to use computers on their own.  If possible, help them sign up for 
email; introduce them to web-based resources for ESL, health, schools, jobs, or local government; show 
them how to search online.  Introduce students to a word-processing program, giving them time to input, 
print, and save writing.

14. Relate Computers to Grammar: Follow up by connecting computer vocabulary to grammar.  For example, 
incorporate terms such as “where,” “who,” “what,” “why,” “how,” and “when.”  Students might try filling in the 
blank part of questions, using the correct term, and then writing a statement in response to each question.  
Questions could include: “______ is our computer lab?” “______ is near the computer?” “______ is the 
computer for?” “______ are we in the computer lab?” “______ long is our computer lab?” “______ is the 
computer lab?”

GRAMMAR [PROGRAMS REFERRED TO ARE ENGLISH LANGUAGE 
FITNESS SERIES; GRAMMAR FITNESS SERIES]

15. Relate Grammar to Reading, Writing, and Speaking: Discuss grammar with students.  What is grammar?  
What is its purpose?  What is Standard English?  Explain that grammar is a tool that helps people to read, 
write, speak, and listen.

16. Approach Grammar through Software: Start with Tryouts from a Merit grammar program to see where 
students need the most help. Make sure that students print their Tryout results.  Have a class discussion 
about using software.  Ask students to explain how using grammar software is different from using a 
workbook.  Is using grammar software easy or hard?  Can they quickly determine whether answers are 
correct? Finish the class discussion by reviewing computer vocabulary, such as “software,” “screen,” “mouse,” 
“text,” “highlight,” and “right-click” again.

17. Troubleshoot Grammar Right Away: In the classroom, look at students’ Merit Tryout results.  Praise 
students for success with specific Tryout topics.  Discuss any grammar topics that students find difficult.  
Choose one Merit grammar topic, and teach a mini-lesson.  For example, if choosing “Regular noun plurals: -
s, -es, -ies,” write nouns on the board, such as “pencil,” “computer,” “sofa,” “box,” “dish,” “class,” “country,” “party,” 
“lady.”  Ask students to write the plural form for each noun.

18. Practice Grammar-Related Speech: Go over content from the previous grammar mini-lesson.  For 
example, if the mini-lesson came from the Merit grammar topic “Regular noun plurals: -s, -es, -ies,” explain 
the different ways the “s” in plural endings may be pronounced: /s/; /z/; /əz/.  Write examples for each way of 
pronouncing “s,” such as “books,” “roofs (/s/); “screens,” “computers (/z/); “boxes,” “faces” (/əz/).  Pronounce each 
set of words, asking students to repeat pronunciations after you.

19. Flash through Grammar-Related Speech: Reinforce content and pronunciation from the previous 
grammar mini-lesson by making sets of flash cards.  For example, if the mini-lesson came from the Merit 



For more information, contact NAS SOFTWARE, INC. | Call us toll free: (800) 837-5343 | www.nas.ca

grammar topic ular noun plurals: -s, -es, -ies,” write a list of words on the board such as “pen,” “wave,” “tax;” 
“place,” “country.”  Ask students to write the singular form of each noun on one side of the card and its plural 
on the other.  Have students break into small groups to practice pronunciation with their flashcards.  Listen 
to groups, making sure they are pronouncing words correctly.

20. Dictate Grammar: Reinforce content and pronunciation from the previous grammar mini-lesson through 
dictation.  For example, if the mini-lesson came from the Merit grammar topic “Regular noun plurals: -s, -es, -
ies,” dictate sentences containing related-plural nouns, such as “parks,” “hooves, “foxes,” “nieces,” “cities.”  Ask 
for volunteers to write their sentences on the board.  Go over these sentences with the class.

21. Build Grammar Skills: Return to the Merit grammar program.  Have students try a Warm-up section.  
Choose a particular skill for the class to work with. Ask students to keep a notebook open.  As they go 
through the Warm-up, they should list one grammar problem that they know how to solve.; one grammar 
problem that they have trouble with; two words that they are unsure how to pronounce.  Make sure that 
students print their Warm-up results.

22. Follow-up Grammar Warm-up Session (A-Skill Review): In the classroom, look at students’ Warm-up 
results.  Praise students for completing specific Warm-up topics.  Have students share the one Merit 
grammar problem that they know how to solve.  Ask them to share the one Merit grammar problem that 
they had difficulty with. Choose a grammar problem, and teach a mini-lesson.

23. Follow-up Grammar Warm-up Session (B-Conversation): Ask students to share the two words from their 
Merit software session that they were unsure how to pronounce.  Write their words on the board.  
Pronounce the words, asking students to repeat pronunciations after you.  Break the class into small groups.  
Ask each group to have a short conversation, using as many of these words as possible.

24. Show-off Grammar Learning: Ask students to imagine they are making up their own problem sentences 
and answers for the Merit grammar Warm-up topic being used.  Have them work in pairs to create and write 
their own skill-related sentences and answers.  For example, if the topic was “More Irregular noun plurals,” 
one student might make up sentences with mistakes such as “teeths,” “foots,” “mices,” while the second writes 
the correct answers.  Have pairs demonstrate their skill-related sentences and answers for the rest of the 
class.  Ask the class to respond by explaining the related grammar rule.

25. Flash through Grammar Rules: Reinforce the Merit grammar Warm-up topic by making a set of flash cards.  
For example, if the topic was “More Irregular Noun Plurals,” list irregular nouns on the board such as “tooth,” 
“foot,” “mouse.”  Next to each irregular noun, list its correct plural.  Ask students to write the singular form of 
each noun on one side of the card and its plural on the other.  Students should break into small groups to 
practice grammar with their flashcards.  Listen to groups, making sure they are pronouncing words correctly.

26. Boost Grammar Skills: Continue with the Merit grammar Workout section. Ask students to note 2-3 words 
that they are unsure how to pronounce for later classroom review.  Ask students to also write down one 
grammar rule that they feel confident about using and one grammar rule that they feel less confident about 
using.  Make sure that students print their Workout results.

27. Boost Grammar Confidence: In the classroom, look at students’ Workout results.  Praise students for 
completing specific Workout topics.  Take a look at some of the grammar rules that students wrote down.  
On the board, mark a column “A” and a column “B.”  Under “A,” list phrases that exemplify a specific grammar 
rule.  Under “B,” list various grammar rules in random, descending order.  Ask students to copy columns “A” 
and B,” and then to draw lines connecting phrases with their related grammar rules.

28. Relate Grammar to Class Content: Choose a subject that is part of class curriculum.  Make up a list of 
sentences with grammar problems that were raised as a result of the Merit software Workout session.  Ask 
students to correct these sentences.  For example, if the class curriculum is on health, sentences might 
include: “The child gets his tooths cleaned every six months;” “She is your’s doctor;” “You don’t need to make 
a appointment at the clinic;” “Where did he loose his glasses?”
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29. Relate Grammar Software to Class Work: Have students do another Merit software Workout.  Follow up in 
the classroom by supplementing software with worksheets, so students can gain confidence in answering 
grammar questions in a non-computer context.

30. Make Grammar into a Game: In the classroom, introduce students to grammar games.  Divide students 
into small teams, taking turns so all students have a chance to speak for their team.  Teams can answer pre-
prepared questions in formats resembling “Jeopardy” or “Who Wants to Be a Millionaire.”

31. Create Careful Grammarians: Suggest students try to find and highlight grammar mistakes in their own 
writing.  Ask them to try correcting these mistakes before revising.

32. Relate Grammar to the Real World (A): Give students a real-world reading that contains some of the same 
mistakes they have learned to avoid by using Merit grammar Workouts.  Ask students to circle mistakes, then 
correct them.  For example, a business letter might contain mistakes such as “I worked at the company for 
the passed three years”; “My supervisor praised me for doing a well job”;  “I would like to go on to an new 
challenge.”  Finish by going over these mistakes with the class. 

33. Relate Grammar to the Real World (B): Give students time to practice work-related writing and speaking.  
Do students feel comfortable filling out a job application?  Do they know how to write a resume?  Respond 
to a job ad with a cover letter?  Explain their own work experience and skills?  Discuss how using grammar 
confidently may help students obtain a job, or find better work.

34. Relate Grammar Skills to Test-Taking: Have students return to their Merit grammar program, going 
through the Finals section.  Discuss how the skills they are practicing may be applied to an ESL written or 
oral skills assessment test.

VOCABULARY AND READING [PROGRAMS REFERRED TO ARE EARLY 
READING BOOSTER; READING SHAPE-UP; REAL WORLD READING 
SKILLS; ACCU-READING; READING COMPREHENSION BOOSTER]

35. Discuss Reading with Students: Ask about situations in which  students must read English outside school.  
Write a number of phrases on the board, such as “Airport,” “Train schedule,” “Driving directions,” “Finding a 
street,” “Hospital,” “Pharmacy,” “Supermarket,” “Food ingredients,” “Police,” “Children’s school,” “Zoo,” “Job 
application,” “Finding housing,” “Buying furniture,” “Getting public assistance.”  Have students choose a 
phrase.  Go around, asking students to describe a situation in which they felt good about how well they 
could read English.  Go around again, asking students to describe a situation in which they found it difficult 
to read English.

36. Learn about Students as Readers: Write a number of phrases on the board.  Ask students to check off any 
phrases that apply to them.  For example, phrases could include: “always read on the bus”; “too tired to 
read”; “read to my child”; “read my child’s homework”; “have a favorite book”; “often try to read books in 
English”; “read books in my own language”; “have a favorite magazine”; “have a favorite web site”; “always 
read the newspaper.”  Ask students to break into pairs.  Each pair should ask each other questions, using 
these phrases.  Next, each pair should decide whether they share anything in common.  They should finish 
by explaining to the class what they learned about their partner. 

37. Write Reading Histories: For homework, have students write about their early histories as readers.  
Growing up, did they see family members reading?  Did family members read to them?  Did students like 
reading for school?  Did they like reading on their own?  Did they have a favorite book or story?  What advice 
would they give, based on their own early experiences as readers?

38. Tell the Truth about Reading: Let students know that those who read in English daily have a better chance 
of doing well on an ESL assessment test, the GED exam, a college placement exam, or a job-related test.
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39. Learn about Reading Needs: Find out what students wish to read.  Write down a list of topics, and ask 
students to list three things that interest them.  Sample topics could include “Diet and nutrition,” “Women’s 
health,” “Children’s health,” “Using social services,” “Using a library,” “Getting involved with my child’s 
education,” “How government works,” “Finding a job,” “Becoming a Canadian citizen,” “Canadian history,”  
“Reading newspapers,” “Stories and poetry.”  Go around, asking students to share the topic that most 
interests them.  Discuss whether students share something in common or have different needs.  After class, 
review what students wrote down.

40. Keep Curriculum Interesting: Choose a class curriculum with content that students will find interesting, 
useful, and that relates to their reading preferences.  For example, topics might include “Biology, Health, and 
Nutrition,” “Canadian History and Government,” “Canadian Geography and Culture,” “Civics for New 
Canadians,” “Parenting in Canada,” “Stories about Families,” “My Community Resources,” “Travel,” “The 
Workplace,” “Fairy Tales from Around the World.”  Help students find books, stories, and articles that they can 
relate to.  Make sure that the reading level is not too hard. 

41. Read Regularly: In class, warm up for a reading lesson by reviewing what students already know about the 
topic.  Introduce the reading by announcing what it is specifically about—the title and the subject.  Have 
students take turns reading aloud.  Pause regularly to ask students to explain what they understand about 
the reading.  Have students respond in writing to a few questions about the reading.  Break the class into 
small groups, and ask group members to share answers with each other.  Make sure group members agree 
with one another’s answers.  Follow up by asking each group to write a new question about the reading.  
Bring the class together to discuss these group questions.

42. Read Different Texts: Encourage students to read magazines, letters to the editor in newspapers, poems, or 
speeches on their own.  Ask students to discuss in class what they learned from their reading.

43. Double-check Comprehension: Choose a paragraph-length text from a class reading.  Write the paragraph 
on the board, putting the sentences in the wrong order.  Ask students to rewrite the paragraph, reordering 
sentences so that the paragraph makes sense.

44. Approach Reading through Software: Start with Tryouts from a Merit reading program to see where 
students need the most help. Make sure that students print their Tryout results.  Have a class discussion 
about using reading software.  Ask students to explain how using reading software is different from using a 
workbook.  Is using reading software easy or hard?  Can students quickly find out whether answers are 
correct? Finish the class discussion by reviewing computer vocabulary, such as “software,” “screen,” “mouse,” 
“passage,” “score,” “print,” and “keyboard.”

45. Troubleshoot Reading Right Away: In the classroom, look at students’ Merit Tryout results.  Praise students 
for their success with specific Tryout reading skills.  Discuss any skills that students find difficult.  Choose one 
skill, and teach a mini-lesson.  For example, if choosing “Vocabulary,” give students a short reading passage 
that contains a vocabulary word.  Ask students to read through the passage, circling the unfamiliar word.  
Have them write down a word or phrase that could replace the circled word.  Request that they re-read the 
sentence with the vocabulary word, substituting their own replacement for the circled word.  If the sentence 
makes sense, they have figured out vocabulary by examining it in context.  Finish by pronouncing the 
vocabulary word and having students repeat it after you.

46. Relate Reading Skills to Curriculum: Choose 3-4 more short passages from class readings.  Practice the 
same reading skill from the previous Merit mini-lesson so students can apply it to class work, as well as gain 
confidence in applying the skill away from the computer.  Conclude by asking students to write a sentence 
explaining what the skill is.   If necessary, offer students the first half of the explanation sentence as a 
prompt.  For example, if practicing “Vocabulary,” offer a prompt such as, “I understand new words when I 
read  _____________________________.”  Ask students to share their skill explanations.
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47. Relate Reading to Life: Ask the class to break into small groups.  Give groups a choice of topics relating to 
class curriculum.  For example, topics might include: “Canadian Prime Ministers,” “Human Rights;” “Talking to 
my child’s teacher,” “Helping my child with homework,” “Travelling with my family;” "Talking about my health 
with a doctor,” “Ordering healthy food at a restaurant.”  Ask groups to improvise, making up and acting out a 
scene about their chosen topic.  Groups should take turns acting out their scene for the rest of the class.

48. Find Answers in Text: Return to the Merit reading program.  Have students try a Warm-up or Workout 
section. Remind students that if they don’t know a word they should look at the sentence before or after it 
for clues about the word’s meaning.

49. Build Student Reading Skills: Have students continue with their Merit reading program, going through 
another Warm-up or Workout section.  Ask students to keep a notebook open.  During the software session, 
they should list: 2 vocabulary words that they do not understand; 2 words that they are unsure how to 
pronounce; 1 piece of information from the software texts that is already familiar to them; 1 piece of 
information that is new.  Make sure that students print their software session results.

50. Relate Reading Software to Conversation (A): In the classroom, look at students’ Merit Warm-up or 
Workout results.  Praise students for practicing specific reading skills.  Follow up with class discussion.  Go 
around, asking students to explain 1 piece of information from the software texts that was already familiar 
to them before the session.  Ask them to talk about 1 piece of information that was new.  What new 
questions do they have?

51. Relate Reading Software to Conversation (B): Go around, and ask students to choose 1 word from their 
Merit software session that they did not understand.  Write words on the board as students state them.  
Pronounce these words, asking students to repeat pronunciations after you.  Ask whether anyone can use 
one of the words in a sentence.  If necessary, offer a sample sentence yourself; then ask students to make up 
their own sentences.

52. Relate Reading Software to Conversation (C): Go around, and ask students to choose 2 words from their 
Merit software session that they did not know how to pronounce.  Write words on the board as students 
state them.  Pronounce these words, asking students to repeat pronunciations after you.  Break the class into 
small groups.  Ask each group to have a short conversation, using as many of these words as possible.

53. Relate Reading Software to Conversation (D): Practice pronunciation and conversation by bringing up 
words or topics that came up in Merit software readings.  Mention a Merit reading topic in the classroom, 
then ask students a question relating to the topic.  The questions should prompt students to restate the 
topic in their own words.  For example, you might state: “In the computer lab, you read a passage about 
painting a room.  I know how to paint a room.  Do you?”

54. Boost Reading Confidence: Break students into small groups.  Give each group a different short reading 
passage from class curriculum.  List 2-3 skills that students have practiced with Merit reading software on 
the board.  For example, the list of skills might include “Vocabulary,” “Main idea,” “Sequence.”  Ask groups to 
write their own skill-related questions and answers.  Pass out copies of the same short -reading passages to 
the rest of the class.  Have groups take turns reading the passages to the rest of the class, demonstrating 
their own skill-related questions and answers.

55. Relate Reading Software to Dictionaries: Return to the Merit reading software Workout.  Ask students to 
keep their notebooks open, and write down 2 new vocabulary words.  In the classroom, follow up by 
making sure students are comfortable using dictionaries.  Write words that students have trouble with on 
the board.  Practice looking up vocabulary words in small groups.  Check that students understand 
abbreviations such as “adj.”

56. Dictate with Reading Vocabulary: Reinforce Merit reading vocabulary and pronunciation through 
dictation.  Dictate sentences containing vocabulary words.  Ask for volunteers to write their sentences on 
the board.  Go over these sentences with the class.
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57. Flash through Vocabulary: Reinforce Merit reading vocabulary by making sets of flash cards. Ask students 
to write a vocabulary word on one side of the card and its definition on the other.  Have students break into 
small groups to practice vocabulary with their flashcards.  One group member should pronounce the 
vocabulary word, another should state its definition, and another should use the word in a sentence.  Listen 
to groups, making sure they are using vocabulary correctly.

58. Relate Software to Cultural Issues: Have students do another Merit reading software Workout.  Ask 
students to write down 1 cultural reference for later classroom discussion.  Students should try to note 
something about Canadian culture that seems different or new to them.  Returning to the classroom, ask 
students what they noted.  Offer prompts as necessary.  Your prompts should provide students with the 
chance to talk about Canadian culture.  For example, you might state: “In the computer lab, you read a 
passage about Thanksgiving.  When my family celebrates Thanksgiving, we eat turkey.  What does your 
family do?”

59. Relate Reading to Work: Give students time to read work-related texts.  Do they know how to find and read 
job ads?  Gather information about different careers?  What reading skills can help students retain a job, or 
find better work?  Discuss specific strategies that may help them with all sorts of reading.

60. Relate Reading Skills to Test-Taking: Have students return to their Merit reading program, going through 
the Finals section.  Discuss how the skills they are practicing may be applied to an ESL assessment test. 

61. Examine Reading Rate with Software: As students complete additional rounds of reading software, use 
the Teacher Program Manager (TPM) to view students’ overall progress. Discuss reading progress with 
individual students.  Explain how it may relate to their readiness to move on to a higher-level ESL class.
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