Applying Background Knowledge of Language Learning

to Produce Successful Interactions with International Students in the Library
Establishing Good Rapport
The library staff member should make the international student feel comfortable and more confident about expressing himself or herself in English in an environment in which even native speakers are often ill at ease.

· Be generally interested in helping the student by conveying a positive attitude.

· Be patient.  If an explanation requires several attempts to explain things in different ways, remember that explaining things is an integral part of library work.

· Begin interactions by asking international students what they need to know.  Let their answers guide your explanations.

· Ask the international student which way they learn best.  Some students learn best by watching you demonstrate a procedure first and then by trying to replicate it.  Others may prefer to listen first to a verbal explanation and then try later on their own.  Still others my find it useful to have directions written down for their use.

Comprehension
Silence often does not signal understanding.  A student may be too embarrassed to admit that he or she did not understand something.  Or a student may consider it disrespectful to ask follow-up questions to a person in a position of authority or expertise.

· Ask “Does this make sense to you?” instead of “Do you understand?”.  The first question gives you an opportunity to explain your answer in a different way in order to help the student understand better and it puts the emphasis on you to explain the information in a more meaningful way.

· Have the international student explain something back to you in order to check his or her comprehension.  Have the student use his or her own words rather than simply repeating your words back to you.

· After an explanation, have the student demonstrate what he or she just explained to you.  Have them apply the information that you just gave to him or her.

The Importance of Making Mistakes
Mistakes in verbal communication are to be expected, and are in fact an important part of the developmental process in learning another language.  When non-native speakers of English guess incorrectly about how to form or use particular words or expressions, they are generally testing hypotheses and not just making wild guesses.

· Practice active listening.  Listening for content lessens the focus on accent, vocabulary, and form of expression.

· If you cannot understand what a non-native speaker is saying to you, ask them to please write it down on a piece of paper.

· If you are not making yourself understood, give multiple explanations with many synonyms.

· Acknowledge that your listening is better tuned to certain accents.

· Put them at ease by reminding them that native speakers also make mistakes.

· Share your own experiences at language learning, both successful and unsuccessful.

· Avoid trying to correct them.  The goal of the interaction should be to increase mutual comprehension, not to make the student feel like he or she has to mimic your speech.

· Reference staff may also want to gently lead students to correct informational answers by giving hints first, rather than telling a student the answer outright.  This stretches verbal abilities in speaking and listening, and can often make information more meaningful to students if they arrive at it themselves.
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