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Abstract: As the author, I reflect on my education and social work practice experience as an
English as a Second Language (ESL) user and how inclusiveness has influenced my practice
experience.
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I was born and raised in Hong Kong. The majority of the population in Hong Kong are not
English as first language users, which is the case of my family, who are Cantonese-speaking
Chinese. After I grew up as an adult, I studied in the UK and later studied and worked in
Canada.

I was and am an English as a Second Language (ESL) user in the UK and Canada. One
challenge for me when I use English is to balance between substantivity and word limit. As an
ESL user, I usually need to use more words to explain the same concepts than English as a First
Language (EFL) users do. If I write within the limit, I sometimes may not write substantively to
explain my concepts. Another challenge for me is style. One example is when to use active and
passive voice. Although I understand that an active voice is preferable, in many circumstances, |
feel that it 1s more respectful not to tell who the actor is because of the influence of my
upbringing. Passive voice may be the only option in this case.

I went to study social policy in the United Kingdom and social work in Canada. I was one of the
few ESL students. I felt that I was inferior. I was inferior to EFL users in English. I was also
inferior to my cohorts in knowledge because I could not explain things substantially within the
word limit.

Most students were EFL users. Some students were not EFL users but could pick up the
language like how the EFL users used the language. I was a student who belonged to neither of
the above groups.

I explained my problem of balancing substantivity and word limit and the use of styles to my
professors. My professors did not only understand but gave support other than taking an English
course. They were accommodating. They did not only provide me with flexibility in case I
needed to write over the limit, but some even explained the justification behind their
accommodation—it was social justice to accommodate me as an ESL user. Their explanation led
me to think about social justice in education as a matter of equity. Students come from diverse
backgrounds. Some are in more advantaged positions while some are in less advantaged
positions because of their backgrounds in the current education settings. They are in an unlevel
playing field for education opportunities due to their positions. Unless students who come from
less advantaged positions are given accommodation, they will not be able to enjoy equal
education opportunities. Going back to language, as suggested by Alexander (2017), ESL and
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EFL students are on an unlevel playing field in an environment where English is the primary
language. Therefore, accommodation is needed to be given to ESL students so that they can be
on a level playing field. What I think further is that apart from language, educators also need to
consider other background elements which will put some students in less advantaged positions,
such as race, gender, social class, and more. Also, educators should expand their minds beyond
the traditional classroom—in today’s world, online education is getting popular. Educators need
to pay attention to the background elements of students in an online education setting (Rogers-
Shaw et al., 2018).

What ended up was that I seldom wrote over the word limit. I was even more likely to keep
within the word limit than EFL users. Even if | wrote over the word limit, I only wrote a few
more paragraphs or lines. My style might occasionally still be a problem. However, professors
would share what they thought, be curious why I chose to use the language in a certain way, and
see how we could work together. I no longer felt inferior and anxious. I felt that professors were
willing to accept me as an ESL user and were inclusive. Such feelings helped me to use English
better.

One element which is essential in my story of English learning is inclusiveness. The idea of
instructors being inclusive, and thus accommodating students whose primary language is not the
language of instruction in the learning environment, is also discussed in other countries such as
France and New Zealand (Smythe, 2020). Most of my professors were EFL users. They
accommodated my needs as an ESL user. They were also curious about how I used my
language. Some of my professors were ESL users. They were empathetic to my situation. Some
also related to my challenges as a part of my immigration experience.

I am glad that my professors actively suggested how my needs as an ESL user could be
accommodated. However, this is not necessarily the case for other educators. This is because
they may not be aware that students who are ESL users have language challenges. Such
unawareness could be related to implicit bias (Reinholz et al., 2020). Implicit bias refers to bias
embedded in educators’ minds that educators are not aware of but subtly influences their
teaching behaviours. In the case of ESL students, educators who are EFL users may have the
implicit bias that students have the same language abilities. Such bias influences their teaching
behaviours of not giving accommodation to ESL students. Literature suggests that attempts to
ignore or eliminate implicit biases are not helpful (Reinholz et al., 2020). The only way to
address bias 1s constant reflections on these biases. I raised the example of my challenge as an
ESL user on writing within the word limits above. Indeed, ESL students face other challenges
that need educators’ attention, such as participation in the classroom. My experience as an ESL
user was that it was harder for me to join the discussion as I needed to process different
languages in my mind and thus responded slower than students who were EFL users.

I have been practicing social work after I graduated from school. I have been practicing in
healthcare. Healthcare is a fast-paced setting. It emphasizes the clarity of reporting. However, |
am still able to survive working in this setting where my colleagues are either ESL users or EFL
users but master English well. My colleagues are accommodating. For example, they will let me
speak ten extra seconds because of my language. They value my contribution. They would
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rather waste ten extra seconds to let me finish reporting clearly than miss any vital information
about our clients or lose me in the team.

One of my strengths as an ESL user that I had not noticed until my EFL colleagues told me is
that I always try to be as inclusive as possible when communicating with my clients and their
families. For example, I speak slowly and constantly check with my clients and their families
whether they understand what I say. As an ESL user, | have these habits because I want to make
sure that my clients and families understand what I am saying. Such practices have an
unexpected benefit—I give my clients and their families opportunities to clarify anything they
do not understand. In turn, this helps them feel not to be left out and helps me build relationships
with them. Being inclusive is crucial. In a complex healthcare system, clients and their families
can easily be left out and fall through the cracks.

Apart from EFL clients, I also have ESL clients. When I work with ESL clients, I always offer
interpretation services as I hope that my ESL clients are included in the discussion of their
healthcare and not be left out because of language. Of course, if clients feel that their English is
good enough and does not need interpretation, I respect that. However, my experience is that
most of the time, ESL clients prefer to have interpretation. Previous literature also suggested the
importance of offering interpretation to ESL clients (Tong & Sims-Gould, 2021).

Being an ESL user helps me see my ESL clients more empathetically. I will give an example. |
had a client who was an ESL user. Because of her dementia, the ability of her English, which
was her second language, declined rapidly. She could only speak her first language. (By
coincidence, I spoke her first language, so we spoke in her first language.) Growing up in
Canada, her adult children’s English was better than my client’s first language. They could not
communicate in my client’s first language. My client provided limited resources and an
environment for them to learn and practice her first language. She and her spouse spoke English
to their children at home. She even insisted on moving far away from their ethnic community
and living in a community where most residents were EFL users. She hoped that they could
learn English well because having good English was crucial for them to participate in school and
work.

However, now, my client’s English ability had declined. The children felt depressed. My client
was getting to the end of life. However, they were not able to communicate with her to support
her emotionally. They needed an interpreter between them. The children felt resentment toward
my client: “Why didn’t you let me learn your first language? Why did you move our family far
away from our ethnic community? I am not able to support you now.” I could understand my
client. She wanted her children to have a better future, so she did everything to make sure they
could learn good English. However, now her family blamed her. We are very fortunate now
because our society knows that children or even adults can learn two or even multiple languages
well (Du, 2017; Li et al., 2020; Spiro et al., 2018). However, this was not understood in the old
days. Interpreters interpreted what my client and her family said. However, they could not help
with the intense emotions in the family. As a social worker who is an ESL user, I could see how
sad the situation was. I did not think that it was the fault of either parent or the children. I tried
my best to give emotional support to my client. I also asked her children not to blame her and

REFLECTIONS VOLUME 28, NUMBER 3 54



My Experience on English as a Second Language User from a Social Work Perspective

encouraged them to think from her perspective. Being an ESL mother raising EFL children was
challenging. Although I had never been a mother, I had a lot of empathy for my client. My client
reflected that she felt understood and was grateful that I helped her children understand her
perspective.

To conclude, in this article, I reflected on my education and social work practice experience as
an ESL user and how inclusiveness influenced my experience. I was fortunate that people
around me in my journey of education and practice tried to be inclusive. Because they were
inclusive, I am influenced by them and carry such inclusiveness to my current social work
practice. I do my best to ensure that my clients and their families understand what I am saying,
do not feel left out because of language, and feel understood. I wrote this article because I hope
educators can understand the importance of being inclusive to ESL students. This can have long-
term positive impacts on the students and the people they serve. I am one of the examples. My
social work practice on how I work with my EFL and ESL clients is positively influenced by my
professors' inclusiveness. Their inclusiveness has implications on me beyond the classroom.

References
Alexander, M. M. (2017). Transnational English language learners fighting on an unlevel

playing field: High school exit exams, accommodations, and ESL status. Language Policy,
16(2), 115-133. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10993-015-9390-y

Du, X. (2017). Rethink about heritage language learning: A case study of children’s Mandarin
Chinese learning at a community language school in Ontario, Canada. Language & Literacy,
19(1), 4-20. https://doi.org/10.20360/G2KP45

Li, F., Pollock, K. E., Gibb, R (Eds.). (2020). Child bilingualism and second language learning:
Multidisciplinary perspectives. John Benjamins.

Reinholz, D. L., Stone-Johnstone, A., & Shah, N. (2020). Walking the walk: Using classroom
analytics to support instructors to address implicit bias in teaching. International Journal for
Academic Development, 25(3), 259-272. https://doi.org/10.1080/1360144X.2019.1692211

Rogers-Shaw, C., Carr-Chellman, D. J., & Choi, J. (2018). Universal design for learning:
Guidelines for accessible online instruction. Adult Learning, 29(1), 20-31.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1045159517735530

Smythe, F. (2020). Language inclusiveness in education: Implications for immigrant students in
France and New Zealand. New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies, 55(1), 215-246.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40841-020-00164-2

Spiro, J., Crisfield, E. (2018). Linguistic and cultural innovation in schools: The languages
challenge. Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-64382-3

REFLECTIONS VOLUME 28, NUMBER 3 55



My Experience on English as a Second Language User from a Social Work Perspective

Tong, C. E., & Sims-Gould, J. (2021). Conducting a mixed-methods study with older adults in
five languages: Lessons from the field. Canadian Journal on Aging / La Revue Canadienne Du
Vieillissement, 40(2), 321-330. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980820000100

About the Author: Karen Lok Y1 Wong, MSW, MA, RSW is Social Worker, Department of
Social Work, Providence Healthcare, and PhD Student, School of Social Work, The University
of British Columbia, Vancouver, British Columbia (karenwonglokyi2011(@gmail.com).

REFLECTIONS VOLUME 28, NUMBER 3 56



