
Vol.:(0123456789)

The Australian Educational Researcher (2024) 51:2069–2097
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13384-023-00680-2

1 3

Understanding and responsiveness in the trauma‑informed 
adult ESL classroom

Victoria E. Wilson1,2  · Robyne Le Brocque1  · John Drayton1  · 
Sara Hammer1 

Received: 10 July 2023 / Accepted: 19 November 2023 / Published online: 8 January 2024 
© The Author(s) 2024

Abstract
This paper reports the findings of a critical qualitative study on trauma-informed 
teaching of English as a second language (ESL) at Australian universities. Post-
traumatic stress affects verbal learning, yet most ESL teachers do not receive train-
ing in trauma-informed teaching. The field has suffered from a dearth of empirical 
studies and absence of student voice. This study used a validated tool to measure 
the post-traumatic stress of 39 participants, including international students and for-
mer refugees. Twenty of these completed semi-structured interviews about the ESL 
learning environment, based on a framework of trauma-informed principles. Data 
were analysed using critical, qualitative methods through a trauma-informed lens. A 
major theme in the findings was the importance of ESL teachers’ understanding of 
students. Within this theme, four sub-themes are explored: personal engagement and 
attention, acceptance and understanding of the learner role, understanding the lives 
of students outside the classroom and an understanding of students’ cultures.
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Introduction

It is well established in the scientific literature that trauma and post-traumatic 
stress can affect learning and engagement. Trauma, defined as any experience 
‘that impairs the proper functioning of the person’s stress-response system, mak-
ing it more reactive or sensitive’, (Supin, 2016, p. 5) leads to an erosion of trust 
and a loss of control, connection and meaning (Herman, 1997). When responses 
to trauma become prolonged and intrusive, they are deemed to be disordered 
(Silove et  al., 2007), and a diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
may be made. Using a qualitative research design, this study examined what trau-
matised students in university-based English as a second language (ESL) program 
in Australia perceived as a positive learning environment.

From a learning perspective, trauma and PTSD can impede focus and affect 
verbal learning, memory and concentration (Brandes et  al., 2002; Bustamante 
et  al., 2001; Jelinek et  al., 2006; Johnsen & Asbjornsen, 2009; Lindauer et  al., 
2006; Vasterling et al., 2002). Research has also found that the symptom load of 
PTSD is inversely correlated with the speed of second language acquisition (The-
orell & Sondergaard, 2004). These impacts make educator awareness and under-
standing of post-traumatic stress pedagogically necessary.

It is highly likely that any ESL program will contain students who have expe-
rienced trauma. In a study of almost 70,000 people across 24 countries, 70.4% 
of respondents reported having experienced psychological trauma (Kessler et al., 
2017). While the vast majority of people who experience trauma do not go on to 
develop post-traumatic stress disorder (Bisson et al., 2015), approximately 4% of 
adults worldwide will experience PTSD in their lifetime (Koenen et  al., 2017). 
This figure is higher amongst women (Australian Institue of Health & Welfare, 
2020, July 23), refugees (Knipscheer et  al., 2015), military veterans and emer-
gency services personnel (Wallace, 2020), all of whom could be present in an 
ESL class. Further, ‘epidemiological data suggest that the majority of college stu-
dents have been or will be exposed to traumatic events’ (Hoover et al., 2016, p. 
151).

Despite this, ESL teachers are rarely sufficiently trained in trauma-informed 
pedagogy (Finn, 2010; Kostouros et al., 2022). Therefore, educators may be una-
ware that educational practices and policies can exacerbate PTS responses, under-
mining learning (Horsman, 1998; Isserlis, 2009; Nelson & Appleby, 2015). While 
teachers are not therapists, ‘it is in our interests to adopt curriculum, teaching and 
assessment approaches—informed by psychological principles and research—
that may mitigate psychological stressors in the educational environment’ (Baik 
et al., 2017, pp. 10–11). An understanding of this environment, especially from 
the point of view of English language learners (ELLs), is, therefore, imperative. 
Consequently, this study aimed to answer the following research questions:

1. According to adult ESL students experiencing post-traumatic stress, what con-
stitutes a positive ESL learning environment?
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2. How do adult ESL students who are experiencing varying levels of post-trau-
matic stress perceive the effects of the learning environment on their learning 
and engagement?

Contextualising literature

Trauma‑informed second language teaching and adult education

There is a dearth of previous literature that have answered these research questions. 
Few empirical studies have examined how best to teach traumatised ESL students, 
and there are significant gaps in the extant research. Only four previous studies priv-
ileged student voice (Bajwa et al., 2020; Elliott et al., 2011; Louzao, 2018; McPher-
son, 1997) and only one of these (McPherson, 1997) focused on adult second lan-
guage learners. These studies were also hampered methodologically by the absence 
of a validated trauma screening measurement. In addition, the majority of studies 
focused on refugee-background students, making international students a neglected 
cohort. This runs the risk of essentialising refugees as traumatised, perpetuating the 
narrative of the ‘tragic refugee’ (Espiritu et al., 2022) and also ignores the trauma 
that exists amongst international students and immigrants, potentially leaving them 
and their teachers unsupported.

To date, empirical studies of trauma-informed second language teaching have 
focused primarily on interactions and relationships between teachers and students, 
the physical set-up of learning spaces and the need to avoid potentially triggering 
teaching materials. With regards to teacher-student interactions, there are several 
areas of consensus. A number of studies found the need for teachers to build trust, 
bonds and rapport with students (Bajwa et  al., 2020; Ilyas, 2019; Louzao, 2018; 
Wilbur, 2016). Other common findings were the benefits of teachers showing con-
cern for the emotional wellbeing of students and listening to and engaging with stu-
dents individually (Bajwa et al., 2020; Louzao, 2018; Tweedie et al., 2017; Wilbur, 
2016). Studies have also shown that providing practical assistance to students for 
non-academic matters (Ilyas, 2019; Tweedie et  al., 2017), teaching inclusively 
(Bajwa et  al., 2020; Ilyas, 2019; Wilbur, 2016) and making students feel valued 
(Bajwa et al., 2020; Ilyas, 2019; Louzao, 2018; Wilbur, 2016) were also beneficial. 
However, little detail was provided as to how such practices were enacted.

The effects of such practices from a student perspective were also scantly 
reported in the previous literature. Student participants in the study by McPherson 
(1997) reported that easier classes produced enjoyment and learning, and a bilingual 
class led to one student stating that they felt ‘relaxed and comfortable’ (McPher-
son, 1997, p. 36). Another study reported that supportive, caring and respectful staff 
increased students’ confidence, motivation, trust and the ability to connect with oth-
ers (Bajwa et al., 2020). However, that paper did not specify how students conceptu-
alised behaviour that was supportive and caring.

A study in the high school sector by Louzao (2018) provided additional detail 
about the ways that second language students perceived the effects of specific teach-
ing acts. That study found that using the same first language of some of his students 
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built trust, which made them more motivated to learn. Engaging personally and pos-
itively with students and showing concern for their wellbeing made students feel 
valued and increased their confidence and desire to excel.

While the findings above are valuable, more research was required in order to 
uncover more details about teaching approaches that traumatised second language 
students found positive, and how they perceived the effects of such approaches.

Other informing literature

A broader survey of literature relevant to this study—including conceptual and 
review papers on trauma-informed Teaching of English to Speakers of Other Lan-
guages (TESOL), socio-environmental theories of trauma and critical/decolonising 
pedagogies—uncovered factors that relate both to effective learning and recovery 
from PTSD: a safe and secure environment (Burstow, 2003; Perry, 2006; Silove, 
2013), agency and choice (Herman, 1997), foregrounding of student identities (Finn, 
2010; Smyth, 2011), recognition of student strengths (Adkins et al., 1998; Burstow, 
2003; Ryan & Viete, 2009), social belonging (Schreiner, 2017; Silove, 2013; van der 
Kolk, 2014) and meaning (Cooke, 2006; Nelson & Appleby, 2015; Pashang et al., 
2018; Silove, 2013). Further research was required to ascertain how these principles 
manifest for ELLs in the learning environment and how they perceived the effects.

Theoretical framework

Two major theoretical perspectives inform the present study: socio-environmental 
models of trauma and mental health and critical/decolonising pedagogies. Both 
are often applied in research with marginalised populations, as these perspectives 
shift the pathology and burden for change from the individual to the social environ-
ment. Unlike traditional and neoliberal discourses of mental distress which centre on 
individual defects (Brown & Baker, 2012; Burstow, 2003; Herman, 1997; Hoover 
et al., 2016; Maercker & Horn, 2013), socio-environmental models of trauma inter-
rogate social conditions, power and human relationships (Herman, 1997; Maercker 
& Horn, 2013; Perry, 2006; Silove, 2013; van der Kolk, 2014). Similarly, critical 
approaches to education reject the deficit view of the student, examining and criti-
quing social and educational environments (Freire, 1996; Giroux, 1997; Kincheloe 
et al., 2014; Smyth, 2011; Zinn & Rodgers, 2012).

Aligning with these theoretical perspectives, the study employed a critical quali-
tative research approach, listening to and foregrounding the voices of those affected 
(Smith, 2012; Smyth et  al., 2014). This approach also aligns with principles of 
critical pedagogies, which reject the teacher as sole expert, amplify the voices of 
students and engage teachers and students in a dialogic relationship (Freire, 1996). 
Despite the dearth of student voice in trauma-informed TESOL, students in general 
‘are very perceptive about what helps or hinders their learning’ (Smyth, 2011, p. 99) 
and offer a rich source of data. Similarly, qualitative mental health research rejects 
the traditional role of researcher as sole expert (Davidson et  al., 2009), valuing 
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‘experiential as well as academic knowledge’ (Gillard et al., 2010, p. 574). Accord-
ingly, this study privileges student voice to avoid paternalistic assumptions of what 
is best for ELLs.

Researcher positionality

The lead author (Wilson, hereafter referred to as the researcher) is an Anglophone, 
Anglo-Celtic Australian who has taught English as an additional language to a 
diverse range of students from more than 30 countries over 19 years. She is a lecturer 
in ESL at a regional Australian university with a large proportion of refugee-back-
ground students as well as international students from volatile regions such as Iraq. 
She is also an experienced second language learner and former English as a Foreign 
Language teacher. As a resident of Fukushima prefecture, Japan in 2011, she expe-
rienced major trauma from the magnitude 9 earthquake, tsunami and nuclear dis-
aster, and subsequently taught English to a community under continuous traumatic 
stress (Heng, 2017). Consequently, she was diagnosed with PTSD and experienced 
the impact this has on learning. During this study she was further traumatised by 
experiencing stage 3 cancer. These lived experiences influenced her positionality 
and positively impacted the study. Her intercultural competence and TESOL skills, 
together with insider perspectives of second language learning, ethno-linguistic out-
sider status and psychological trauma, enhanced communication and understanding 
with participants and assisted with data analysis.

The other authors, who provided oversight and supervision, brought inclusive 
teaching and trauma lenses to the research. All are Anglophone Australians. The 
second author (Le Brocque) has been researching mental health for over 40 years, 
with a particular interest in PTSD in children and their families. She has published 
and provided clinical input on the impact of trauma in education contexts. The 
third author (Drayton) is a teaching-focused academic whose research has centred 
on bereavement and mental health in social work. The fourth author (Hammer) is a 
critical researcher who has researched and practised in the discipline of higher edu-
cation for over 20 years. Her research has focused on learning and teaching in the 
university context.

Methods

Context and ethics

Participants were recruited from three universities in south-east Queensland, Aus-
tralia. Two universities were in the state capital and the third in a regional city. Eli-
gible students were 18 years or older, with a minimum English proficiency of lower 
intermediate. This level of learner was chosen as they were able to converse on a 
range of topics in English, despite errors in grammar and to meet ethical require-
ments of the universities involved. The lead researcher has had extensive experi-
ence teaching English to students with this level of English language proficiency and 
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was able to adjust her English language level to ensure mutual comprehension with 
participants. As found by Kosny et al. (2014), using English rather than using inter-
preters led to interviews being ‘less rushed’ and richer because both parties often 
rephrased questions and answers to ensure that meaning was understood, leading to 
‘more enlightening discoveries’ (Kosny et al., 2014, p. 842).

The participants were all current or past students at a university-based ESL pro-
gram; most were undertaking their English language course at the time of data col-
lection, and five had completed their course within the previous 12 months. Ethics 
clearance was granted from the University of Queensland Human Ethics Committee 
(Approval Number 2018002372) and gatekeeper permission obtained from partici-
pating universities.

Research design

The study was designed to fill the gaps identified in the literature review by privileg-
ing student voice, including a mix of international, immigrant and refugee ELLs, 
screening participants for PTSD using a validated instrument; and recruiting partici-
pants from university ESL and English for Academic Purposes courses.

The research had two stages: in Stage 1, the researcher administered the PTSD 
Checklist for DSM-5 (PCL-5), a validated screening instrument (Weathers et  al., 
2013). This was chosen for its cross-cultural validity (Ibrahim et  al., 2018; Lima 
et  al., 2016), ability to be administered by a non-clinician and accessibility of its 
English language. A level appropriate glossary was provided for a small number of 
words. PCL-5 was also selected for ethical reasons, as participants are not required 
to disclose the source of their trauma which could trigger PTSD responses. Partici-
pants rated on a Likert scale of 0–4 ‘how bothered’ they were by the 20 items in 
the previous month and responses for all items were summed to create a total score 
(National Center for PTSD, 2013, p. 2). Possible scores on the PCL-5 range from 0 
to 80, with scores of 31 and above considered to be in the clinical range of PTSD 
(National Center for PTSD, 2013). The PCL-5 was used as a screening tool and not 
intended as a diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder. Responses are likely to be 
under-reported due to stigma, avoidance and numbing (D’Andrea et al., 2012; Patel 
et al., 2017).

A comparison of the emerging themes between participants with low, medium 
and clinical level symptoms was undertaken; however, negligible differences were 
found in terms of their views on the learning environment. By obtaining and includ-
ing qualitative data from participants with varying levels of post-traumatic stress, 
the study elucidates which aspects of the current second language teaching environ-
ment are best practice for a range of students, regardless of trauma history.

Stage 2 of the research was a semi-structured, individual interview between the 
researcher and selected participants. The interview consisted of 16 open-ended 
questions about the experience of learning English at their university in Australia, 
with 13 of these questions directly aligned to trauma-informed principles identified 
in the broader literature review; that is, safety and security, agency and choice, the 
foregrounding of identities; recognition of strengths, social belonging and meaning 
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(See Appendix). Inclusion in Stage 2 was largely a convenience sample, but efforts 
were made to ensure a range of PCL-scores, gender balance and a mix of ethnici-
ties and student status. The latter was considered pertinent because international and 
domestic students often have different supports and stressors outside the classroom.

Interviews were conducted from June 2019 to January 2021. Pre-COVID, the 
researcher conducted in-person questionnaires and interviews. From March 2020, 
the researcher administered PCL-5 online and held interviews via Zoom vide-
oconferencing. Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim by the 
researcher. To preserve the voices of the participants, non-standard grammar and 
vocabulary were not corrected, but fillers, hesitation devices and false starts were 
removed where they impeded flow. Participants were emailed a copy of their inter-
view transcript and given the opportunity to add or alter material, and the researcher 
asked additional follow-up questions via email so that students could confirm the 
researcher’s interpretation of concepts where necessary.

Participants

Thirty-nine students completed Stage 1 of the research, and of these, 20 completed 
Stage 2. Demographic information and PCL-5 scores of participants who took 
part in both stages of the research are provided in Table 1. Ethnicity is included 

Table 1  Demographic information and post-traumatic stress scores of study participants

ID Nationality/ethnicity Gender Age Student status PCL-5 score

1 Saudi Arabian M 22 International 29
4 Thai F 33 International 23
5 Taiwanese F 28 International 8
6 Japanese M 25 International 31
7 Hong Kong F 28 International 34
8 Chinese M 19 International 25
10 Taiwanese F 20 International 16
11 Japanese F 32 International 14
13 Chinese F 27 International 15
19 Sri Lankan M 47 International 30
21 Mozambiquan M 30 International 21
22 Thai F 27 International 23
23 Sri Lankan M 52 International 10
28 Nepalese F 19 International 47
35 Japanese M 25 International 26
36 Kurdish F 28 Domestic 25
37 Congolese M 25 Domestic 11
38 Eritrean M 24 Domestic 10
39 Brazilian M 39 Domestic 9
40 South Sudanese F 32 Domestic 16
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if participants considered this pertinent to their identity. For this reason, citizens of 
Hong Kong and Taiwan are identified as such rather than described as Chinese.

Data analysis

To maintain consistency with the broader epistemologies and theoretical frame-
work of the project, data were analysed with a critical thematic approach (Lawless 
& Chen, 2018) through a trauma-informed lens. This allowed a privileging of the 
voices of participants and an analysis of power, as well as a sensitivity to principles 
of trauma-informed practice.

Lawless and Chen (2018) proposed a two-step process consisting of open and 
closed coding. In Step 1, the lead researcher undertook a close reading of the inter-
view data to identify patterns that were ‘important, salient, or meaningful’ to par-
ticipants as a group or individually (Lawless & Chen, 2018, p. 98). In this step, the 
priority was ‘understanding, privileging, and honoring what our participants were 
actually saying and revealing to us about their social worlds and how these phenom-
enological experiences were similar across experiences’ (Lawless & Chen, 2018, p. 
98). Themes were ascribed based on their ‘repetition, recurrence, and forcefulness’ 
(Lawless & Chen, 2018, p. 98) and were reviewed by each member of the research 
team.

In Step 2, the researchers considered ideologies and power relationships that were 
revealed in these themes (Lawless & Chen, 2018). This approach challenged ‘domi-
nant structures and create[d] spaces, pathways, or opportunities for social justice’ 
(Lawless & Chen, 2018, p. 12). In this stage, the researcher analysed data as above 
and through a trauma-informed lens. The latter involved interpreting data in terms of 
how they related to trauma-informed principles. All data analysis was reviewed by 
members of the research team.

Findings

The findings reported here are part of a larger study (Wilson, 2022, 2023). This 
paper presents findings related to the first theme: attunement and responsiveness by 
teachers. Within this overarching theme, the researchers identified four sub-themes: 
personal engagement and attention; acceptance and understanding of the ELL role; 
understanding of the lives of students outside the classroom and understanding and 
responsiveness to culture.

Personal engagement and attention

Interview participants considered staff-student relationships and interactions to be 
of paramount importance to the learning environment; more than just ‘caring’, par-
ticipants characterised effective teachers and other staff as having ‘connection’ and 
‘involvement’ with students, treating them as individuals rather than ‘just dealing 
with us as students’ [S36].
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They interact with you in a good way. They feel you have something to say. 
[S1]

Such interactions led to greater understanding and confidence, according to 
participants.

It started with being kind, respect, and the teaching style. I was really feeling 
comfortable to continue with my studies. [S40]

Participants also reported that when they felt that they had a ‘connection’ with 
teachers—rather than simply a transactional relationship—the learning environment 
was more positive.

I think the interaction between the students and the teacher makes it feel like a 
good environment. When you go to study and you learn and you feel like you 
are satisfied with what the teacher is providing and the connection and the help 
that you get from the teachers, it makes it quite a good environment. [S37]

This connection, according to some participants, made them feel more confident 
about expressing themselves in class. One interviewee contrasted teachers who ‘just 
finish [their] work and go out of the class’ with those who have some ‘involvement 
with the students’ [S38]. He stated that the former made him feel ‘confused’ and 
reluctant to ask questions, as ‘I don’t even know what’s the right question to ask’ 
[S38]. However, with teachers who paid more personal attention to students,

It was so easy for me to ask questions, even if it’s not right […] I will feel con-
fident because the relationship—it just gives you confidence to ask whatever 
you want, even if it’s wrong. [S38]

Other participants described feeling ‘safe’, ‘comfortable’ and ‘relaxed’ when 
interacting with teachers who engaged personally, and they reported the effect this 
had on motivation.

I tell myself I need to do better ‘cause they care (about) me so much, and then 
I shouldn’t let them down. [S8]

Apart from general descriptions of teachers being ‘involved’, ‘connected’ with 
and interested in students, participants reported personal engagement and attentive-
ness of teachers in specific ways. They discussed effective teachers answering ques-
tions fully, patiently and with an understanding of students that demonstrated careful 
listening. This was in turn made possible by minimising ‘teacher talk time’, or the 
percentage of the class that the teachers was speaking. Participants also gauged the 
involvement of teachers by the level of attention they paid to individual student work 
and progress and by the empathetic delivery of feedback.

Listening and answering questions

Participants stressed the importance of teachers and managers paying attention to 
students, listening and responding with understanding. These staff members were 
described by participants as showing care and respect, ultimately leading to learning.
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If there is no communication and understanding or listening to one another, 
then there’s no learning. [S40]

Listening also meant that teachers answered individual questions with 
patience, in detail and in a timely manner. One participant summarised the opin-
ions of other interviewees when he said he felt ‘respected’ by teachers because 
‘they just answer my questions carefully’ [S8]. When asked if respect was 
important for second language learning, he responded:

Um…[laughs] Imagine if others don’t respect you, will you have some 
negative emotion? Yeah, maybe you will have some negative emotion and 
that just may be an obstacle for you to learn English because you don’t get 
courage, so there is no motivation for you to study. [S8]

Close attention to students also allowed teachers to anticipate questions, 
according to participants.

My teacher always look at people’s face and sometimes, I didn’t tell any-
thing, but she see my face and think that I want to speak. [S4]

Similarly, participants discussed teachers who were so attentive and attuned 
to students and their learning perspectives that they were able to ‘interpret’ 
learner English.

[If] they feel like we can’t explain something, they give us the words and 
ask, ‘Is that what you mean?’ Something like that. So it’s very easy for us 
to explain something when we don’t have the words to explain about some-
thing. [S23]
They interpret what the student said and make sure [they] interpreted cor-
rect. [They] pay attention and try to understand the student, in order to 
guide [them] to the right information or right question from their experi-
ence as a teacher. [S38]

In contrast, participants reported that teachers who were more transactional 
in their teaching style did not engage in reflective listening, tended to misunder-
stand student questions and did not try to negotiate meaning. Participants said 
this resulted in them feeling frustrated, deterred them from speaking up in class 
and compelled them to seek assistance elsewhere.

I was not asking a lot of questions, ’cause I was feeling like, he won’t 
understand me […] I feel like I just better stop and maybe do it with the 
students or my phone. [S38]

Thus, participants reported that the listening skills of teachers facilitated 
interactions which, in turn, allowed students to engage more fully with material 
in the class environment.
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Teacher talk time

Listening and responding to student needs also required teachers to minimise their 
‘teacher talk time’ according to participants. They described teachers with high 
levels of talk time as trying to force attention on themselves rather than focusing 
on students and their English language production. Participants expressed frustra-
tion at teacher-centred classes, as these meant that they had fewer opportunities to 
interact in English and practise the target language.

Interviewees also reported that teachers with high levels of teacher talk time 
appeared to lack awareness of the impact this had on students. They described 
teachers who were overly focused on talking about themselves or telling irrel-
evant stories, which they said caused boredom and confusion in the class. Par-
ticipants reported that they felt ignored and resentful in classes with high ‘teacher 
talk time’, causing students to disengage, especially when classes were online via 
videoconference.

If [teachers] are going to be speaking for the whole entire time, I am more 
than happy to just turn the screen off, keep my headset [mute]. [S39, empha-
sis in original]

This participant reported that the teacher mandated that all students had their 
cameras on and speakers unmuted (classes were held online due to COVID-19 
restrictions). However, according to this participant, this was less about promot-
ing engagement and more about surveillance and ensuring that ‘everyone was 
there watching her and listening to her’ [S39].

Attention to student work and progress

Attentiveness and personal engagement with students also took the form of teach-
ers paying careful attention to individual student work and progress, according 
to participants. One described feeling that her teachers ‘watched over [students] 
carefully or affectionately’ [S11]. Similarly, other participants reported that teach-
ers who paid attention to their progress gave them ‘courage’, [S8] and engendered 
self-belief, trust in the university and increased motivation.

Participants also valued teachers who identified learner errors and provided con-
structive feedback. Some participants commented that they did not receive specific 
feedback on their work and this impeded learning; in contrast, those who did receive 
correction explicitly characterised it as a demonstration of teacher care.

They always send me a feedback. So that’s really helpful for me to improve 
my English skill and to notice the error I didn’t notice by myself. That’s why 
they’re really kind and care about me. [S35]

Attentiveness to progress was also connected to attention to the emotional 
wellbeing of students, with participants reporting that teachers who provided 
feedback in an empathetic and non-blaming manner added to their confidence.
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They use a very gentle way to tell you [that] you need to correct your mis-
takes. [S8]

The tone with which teachers delivered feedback was considered extremely 
important to participants and allowed them to make mistakes without being shamed.

Acceptance and understanding of the ELL role

In addition to personal engagement and attention, another facet of being attuned to 
and responding to the needs of ESL students that emerged in the data was teachers’ 
acceptance and understanding of the ELL role. Participants discussed the impor-
tance of teachers understanding students as bi- and multilingual ELLs rather than 
viewing them through a monolingual lens.

Here when you speak is not correct, or pronunciation is not very good, no one 
will blame you because you are not a native speaker […] They won’t blame 
you because they think it’s normal. [S5]
They will tell us language learning is step by step […] They will say ‘Oh, I 
can’t speak any word of Chinese’. [S7]

Participants also praised teachers who were able to understand and be understood 
by ELLs. In a context where students are still developing their English and where 
teachers rarely share the same first language as their linguistically diverse cohort, 
understanding is potentially fraught. Many participants discussed their apprehension 
and anxiety about speaking English in case this led to humiliation.

When I talk with strangers I feel like scary to make mistakes, make misunder-
stand with the strangers. So I feel stressed when talk to strangers. [S6]
At first I’m afraid of what people might think of me. And I dare not speaking 
because I afraid they would find out I speak terrible English. [S8]
It can be stressful to speak a different language and speak out. [S11]

Participants stated that these fears were mitigated by teachers who understood 
learner English and reacted with patience to irregularities in their English language 
production.

Teacher is very kind so I feel very safe and comfortable […] When I speak in 
English with strangers, I feel very nervous and feel hesitation but my class-
mates are very kind and teacher also very kind so I feel relaxed and can speak 
very fluently. [S6]

Participants often used the word ‘accept’ to describe the way that teachers 
responded to ELLs and learner English. This sense of acceptance and non-judge-
ment was further emphasised by interviewees’ use of the phrase ‘they do not mind 
talking to us’ and similar terminology.

They don’t mind talking with those people they can’t speak fluent English or 
English language ability not really good. They have a lot of patience. […] they 
don’t mind talking with you and they accept you. [S7]
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They will be more patient and try to explain more and they will not mind to 
take longer time than talking or speaking to the native speaker. [S22]
Even though our English skill is poor, they kindly teach us. […] in my case, 
in the speaking, I pause sometimes in the middle of statement, but they can 
accept and listen to it all. [S35]

Other ways that teachers accommodated ELLs, according to participants, was by 
grading their language, speaking more slowly and making genuine efforts to under-
stand learner English. Such practices provided students with a sense of confidence 
in their own English abilities.

I can understand what teachers are talking about so that made me have more 
confidence. […] Like ‘Oh I can understand! So my English not bad’. […] So 
that make me feel more confident and willing to learn English. [S5]
Sometimes [teachers] might not fully understand what the student saying but 
trying to do so is really important in my view [because] I think it gives the 
student the courage to be open and build a good confidence and therefore, this 
will take off the fear of saying something in your second or third language. 
[S38]

Thus, participants reported that demonstration of understanding and empathy for 
learning an additional language made teachers responsive to the needs of students, 
which in turn gave students the confidence and willingness to persist.

Understanding students’ lives outside the classroom

The third aspect of understanding that emerged in the interview data was teachers 
understanding and responding to the lives of students beyond the classroom. Many 
participants reported that, rather than restricting their role to teaching English, some 
teachers showed an understanding of the transition challenges facing students. This 
contributed to a positive learning environment, in their view.

I think both teachers that I had in the past, they were always giving us advice 
on places where we can go and enjoy, have some fun, some place where we 
can go and buy stuff—cheaper stuff—where we can go and eat. [S21]
Every 2 weeks my teacher, after the class leave, she sit with me and ask me 
about my experience, how I feel, what I usually do on the weekends and she 
try to give me advice to do things, like activities in [city]. And actually, I 
shocked and I was happy with it. I didn’t know that the teacher would feel that 
I was struggling in the first weeks. And she did a great job with me. [S1]

Participants also equated teacher care with attention to the health and wellbeing 
needs of students.

Sometimes you come stressed, sometimes you are not feeling OK. For 
example, you might have a headache and you still trying to go and then 
when they notice. For example, [a teacher] did that to one of students. She 
was having a headache and she was trying to be there. [The teacher] asked 
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her if she was OK, if she need to go home and she was like, ‘Oh, yeah, I 
appreciate that’. [S40]
They were also always giving us tips on wellbeing, for example, when the 
Corona [virus] situation started to raise, so they took some of their time to 
treat our personal issues that are not strictly related to our studies. So I think 
in that way they care about us. [S21]

With the onset of COVID-19 in 2020, participants perceived that individual 
teachers extended their attentiveness and subsequent support further.

They always notice the difficulties of the students and they are always there 
to help us. Once there were no rice at the supermarket, our teacher promised 
me to bring me some rice […] I have no words to say thanks to her. [S23]

Teachers who were sensitive to the non-verbal cues of students were particu-
larly valued by participants, who reported some teachers noticing and responding 
to these.

They study to notice if there is something that a student feels uncomfortable 
with. They notice it before that. [S40].
When they saw the student like long face they will ask ‘How was your day 
and why you is …?’ Like one time, my classmate she got her period so 
maybe her face looked white, so when teacher noticed she might be not 
comfortable and she show her care. [S5]

Similarly, teachers who showed an understanding of and flexibility for, the out-
side demands of students added to a human learning environment. Participants 
reported some teachers being understanding of the impact of part-time jobs and 
children on the classroom attendance of students.

Some students are already mother or father and yeah, they have they have a 
kids. Then if their kids come to the [Zoom] classes, but teachers can accept 
the situation. [S35]

In sum, the ability of teachers to understand ELLs as people with lives beyond 
the classroom, to ‘read’ them and respond in an empathetically and with con-
crete support, all contributed to participant perception of a positive learning 
environment.

Understanding of cultures

The final aspect of understanding and responsiveness that emerged in the data was 
an attentiveness to the cultures of students. Participants privileged their collective 
identities over their individualised identities. Despite the generally high levels of 
education and/or workplace skills of participants, they considered their individual 
backgrounds irrelevant in the context of English language learning. Instead, they 
commented on the impact of teachers understanding and respecting their culture, 
ethnicity and religion.
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When they respect our culture, we don’t feel any stress. We can do our learn-
ing in a free environment where we are free to speak and free to do things, free 
to learn well. [S23]
I feel like being acknowledged, being respected and it’s make me feel like I am 
being valued too. [S40]
It make me relieved to speak what I believe and so no one will judge me about 
it. And that’s good. [S1]

In contrast, lack of understanding of cultural differences led to conflict and dissat-
isfaction, with some participants reporting cultural disrespect. They also stressed the 
importance of teachers taking the time to understand the different cultural perspec-
tives driving their students.

Some people, they already did their own research about other people, […] 
[they have] been to different places and have a clue what it means, a clue how 
other people do the things [S40]

According to participants, cultural responsiveness includes an understanding of 
the culture shock students may be experiencing.

We are not from this country so—and for me for example, I just came alone 
and I am trying to find my way here by my own, and I find in my teachers a 
place where I can put all of my doubts, let’s say. If I don’t know something, I 
can just ask them if they are open enough. [S21]

Cultural differences in communication also posed difficulties for some partici-
pants, and they reported that whether or not teachers understood could raise their 
stress levels.

At first I was kind of overwhelmed because in Japan we don’t have to say 
much, right? I think you know this, that we do not express everything. Silence 
or not saying anything means something […] I think if you are shy, it is stress-
ful to speak out. [S11]

In addition, participants emphasised the importance of teachers and other univer-
sity staff understanding and respecting the national or ethnic identities of students, 
especially when such identities are contested. Participants from Taiwan and Hong 
Kong discussed conflict with Chinese classmates over the legitimacy of self-govern-
ment, but in each case reported that teachers intervened to pacify the situation.

Discussion and implications

This paper has presented the perspectives of traumatised adult ESL students regard-
ing a positive learning environment, and how they perceived the effects of the learn-
ing environment. A major theme identified from the findings was the importance 
of ESL teachers being attuned to their students, that is, having the ability to under-
stand and respond to student needs. Findings related to this theme are represented in 
Fig. 1. According to participants, teachers who were closely attentive and empathic 
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to students—paying attention to non-verbals and interpreting their learner English—
were better able to understand them. This understanding in turn led to teachers hav-
ing the ability to respond to and anticipate the academic, personal and cultural needs 
of students. Consequently, students reported feelings of safety, belonging, accept-
ance, connection, motivation, self-belief and confidence, which they said led to 
agency and ultimately, learning. Conversely, teachers who engaged in high ‘teacher 
talk time’ caused students to report feeling less engaged and more disempowered.

Interpretation and contextualisation of findings

The findings of this study support and extend the findings of earlier research in 
trauma-informed second language education and in humanising pedagogies more 
generally. They also provide empirical support for theoretical and conceptual articles 
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in this space. Moreover, they provide an important counterpoint to much of the lit-
erature in associated fields, such as second and foreign language anxiety, in which 
the teacher and learning environment are often decentred or learner affect is treated 
as a psychological variable or learner trait (Dewaele, 2017; Dikmen, 2021; Khasi-
nah, 2014; Thurman, 2018). Studies that present learner anxiety as dependent on the 
teaching and learning environment represent a minority position (Cameron, 2022; 
Cao, 2011; Norton, 2013). In the majority of second and foreign language anxiety 
literature, learner anxiety is presented as an individual deficit (Dewaele, 2013, 2017; 
King & Smith, 2017; Oxford, 2017; Şimşek & Dörnyei, 2017). In such studies, the 
learning environment is rarely analysed, apart from offering brief general advice to 
create a supportive classroom environment (Dewaele, 2013; King & Smith, 2017; 
Thurman, 2018).

More often, strategies for managing learner anxiety are divorced from TESOL 
pedagogy. Recommendations for teachers involve encouraging students to be 
responsible for their emotions by using relaxation techniques (Oxford, 2017; Wood-
row, 2006); cognitive behavioural tools (King & Smith, 2017; Oxford, 2017); expo-
sure therapy (Oxford, 2017); social skills training (Oxford, 2017); various positive 
psychology techniques such as ‘letting go of grudges’ (Oxford, 2017), ‘a good atti-
tude’, optimistic thinking (Oxford, 2016), writing gratitude letters, altruism, posi-
tive visualisation and self-talk (Oxford, 2017; Thurman, 2018); and reinterpreting 
‘a physiological cue (i.e. increased heart rate before meeting a native speaker) to a 
positive, enthusiastic emotion’ (Thurman, 2018, p. 4). ESL teachers are also advised 
by such researchers to ‘teach learners to combat boredom, avoid hyper-intention and 
hyper-reflection’ (Oxford, 2016, p. 21). These strategies firmly place anxiety and 
affect within the personal responsibility of language learners rather than seeing them 
as a product of the teaching and learning environment.

In contrast, the current study demonstrates that the teaching environment can and 
does affect students’ levels of stress while learning, despite experiences of trauma 
and the presence of post-traumatic stress responses. The following section provides 
further contextualisation and interpretation of the findings of the present study.

Personally engaged teachers

Supportive, caring and respectful teachers have been found previously to be impor-
tant factors in a trauma-informed second language learning environment (Bajwa 
et al., 2020; Elliott et al., 2011; Ilyas, 2019; Louzao, 2018; Wilbur, 2016). Similar 
findings have also been made with respect to international students at Western uni-
versities (Glass et al., 2015; Heng, 2017; Ryan & Viete, 2009) and degree-level stu-
dents at Australian universities (Baik et al., 2019). However, few details have been 
provided about how students—particularly ESL students who have experienced 
trauma—perceived these attributes in teachers. The present study has provided 
greater insight into how students may conceptualise caring and respectful relation-
ships and behaviour.

The present study has also confirmed and extended the findings of Louzao (2018) 
in relation to ESL students and the findings of Baik et  al. (2019) in relation to 
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students at Australian universities. In the former study, student participants reported 
that individual engagement with their teacher improved their learning experience 
(Louzao, 2018). The latter study included students expressing a wish for their teach-
ers to know their names and to be ‘more interactive with students’ (Baik et al., 2019, 
p. 680). The present study has explained in participants’ words how teachers’ atten-
tion to students led to attunement and, thus, the ability of teachers to better meet 
student needs.

Participants said that teachers who were fully present emotionally and mentally 
gave them the confidence to ask questions, as they knew that these teachers had both 
the will and the ability to understand. Teachers who were able to understand stu-
dents when they didn’t ‘have the words to explain about something’ [S23] supports 
the observation by Norton (2013) that ‘if the target language speaker is as invested 
in the conversation as the language learner is, she or he may work harder to achieve 
such understanding’ (p. 107). The ability of engaged teachers to understand ESL 
students and ‘guide [them] to the right information or the right question’ [S38] may 
also be considered a form of attunement.

Although attunement has been examined in other areas of education (Lutzker, 
2014; Marucci et al., 2018) and psychotherapy (Erskine, 1993, 2020), it is an under-
explored area in TESOL. ‘More than just understanding, attunement is a kinesthetic 
and emotional sensing of the other—knowing the other’s experience by metaphori-
cally being in his or her skin’ (Erskine, 1993, p. 187). Attunement enables a trau-
matised person to feel safe enough to express needs and feelings, knowing that 
the response will be empathetic (Erskine, 1993). Although the ESL classroom is 
not a therapeutic environment, this definition aligns closely with the experiences 
described by the students in the present study, where empathy, noticing and a trust-
ing relationship led to accurate interpretation of the non-verbal cues and partially 
articulated utterances of ELLs. More research is needed to examine the concept of 
attunement in mainstream TESOL, trauma-informed teaching and higher education 
andragogy.

Understanding students as English language learners

Teachers’ understanding of students’ (temporary) identities as English language 
learners (ELLs) is an original finding in the field of trauma-informed second lan-
guage teaching research. The practice of understanding and meeting students at 
their level of development—rather than blaming and shaming them for errors—
was not reported by previous empirical studies. Although the student participants 
of McPherson (1997) called their classes ‘high pressure’, ‘too difficult’ (p. 34) and 
stated a need for scaffolded learning and slower paced classes, the findings were 
not explored further in that study. A similar finding was made by Norton (2013) in 
her longitudinal case study of adult ELLs in Canada. She noted that one of the par-
ticipants of that study ‘not only wanted to be accepted, she wanted her “difference” 
to be respected’ in terms of English language proficiency and cultural competence 
(Norton, 2013, p. 111).
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Participants in the present study contrasted ESL teachers who ‘accepted’ them 
as language learners with those who ‘blamed’ them for errors. Participants explic-
itly linked such behaviours to their confidence levels. Shaming students for errors—
instead of scaffolding their English and expecting non-native proficiency—acted 
as a barrier to learning, regardless of post-traumatic stress levels. Blaming and 
judgement are intricately tied to shame responses, leading to recipients ‘being over-
whelmed with an intense feeling of conspicuousness’ (Dolezal & Gibson, 2022, p. 
4).

Shame has particular significance for individuals who have experienced trauma. 
While it is a ‘defining and central feature of human experience and all human rela-
tionships’ (Dolezal & Gibson, 2022, p. 3), shame is theorised to hold a key position 
in understanding post-traumatic stress (for an overview of the literature, see Dolezal 
& Gibson, 2022). As such, trauma-informed relationships are ‘nonshaming and non-
blaming’ (Elliott et al., 2005, p. 466). Therefore, teaching ELLs without judgement 
is important for all students, but particularly those who have experienced trauma.

Understanding and caring for students’ lives outside the classroom

Participants in this study felt a sense of safety and worth when teachers showed care 
for their lives beyond the ESL classroom. Previous studies on trauma-informed sec-
ond language teaching with high school ESL students made similar findings (Lou-
zao, 2018; Tweedie et  al., 2017), as did a study of adult beginner ELLs in New 
Zealand (Ilyas, 2019). Similarly, Baik et al. (2019) found that students wanted their 
lecturers to understand and accommodate their ‘diverse circumstances and commit-
ments’ (Baik et al., 2019, p. 681).

The present research project confirms that ELLs beyond high school and basic 
levels of English language learning perceive the pastoral role of the ESL teacher 
as important. It also aligns with the findings of McLachlan and Justice (2009) that 
international students were often reluctant to seek help, tending instead ‘to suffer 
quietly and not seek assistance’ (p. 30). In that study, international students reported 
that they wanted ‘someone to come to them, and tell them, “Is everything OK? Is 
anything wrong with you? Do you want to talk about something?”’ (McLachlan 
& Justice, 2009, p. 30). Similarly, participants in the present study emphasised the 
positive impact of teachers who noticed unspoken student needs and offered pre-
emptive support.

These complementary findings suggest that despite Australian universities com-
partmentalising ‘wellbeing’ into specialist departments, student welfare requires a 
holistic, whole-of-institution approach. This has been similarly observed by Baik 
et  al. (2019), who noted ‘social interactions in the teaching and learning environ-
ment as an important resource for student wellbeing’ (p. 683). Students from cul-
turally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, who are at higher risk of mental 
ill-health than Australian-born students, are less likely to seek formal psychologi-
cal help (Orygen, 2017). Furthermore, a UK study of torture survivors found that 
their ‘perceived level of affective social support had a greater protective effect than 
any other factor including mental health treatment’ (Hodges-Wu & Zajicek-Farber, 
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2016, p. 3). Together, these findings demonstrate that pro-active pastoral care by 
teaching staff is important for not only trauma-informed TESOL, but for adult stu-
dents generally.

Understanding and respecting the cultures of students

Previous empirical studies of trauma-informed second language teaching did not 
refer to cultural responsiveness in their findings. In some studies there was a sug-
gestion by researchers that cultural factors negatively affected learning (Holmkvist 
et  al., 2018; McPherson, 1997). However, no details or empirical support were 
provided. Various studies discussed culture only in terms of how it affects the way 
people express and view post-traumatic stress (Bajwa et  al., 2020; Gordon, 2015; 
McPherson, 1997; Wilbur, 2016). Meanwhile, Montero (2018) claimed that cultural 
competence ‘alone may not be sufficient for fostering positive mental health and 
wellbeing’ for students (p. 93) but did not test this proposition in her study. Wilbur 
(2016) included cultural imperialism in the theoretical framework of her study; how-
ever, culture appeared in the findings only in terms of instructors not wanting to 
stereotype their students based on their backgrounds.

Despite the underexplored role of culture in research on trauma-informed teach-
ing, the findings of the current study support research that examines language learn-
ing and identity (Norton, 2013). These results are also consistent with culturally 
responsive pedagogies (Gay, 2000; Morrison et al., 2019), which are ‘those pedago-
gies that actively value, and mobilise as resources, the cultural repertoires and intel-
ligences that students bring to the learning relationship’ (Morrison et al., 2019, p. 
v). Culturally responsive pedagogical practice includes teachers being ‘sociocultur-
ally conscious’ taking a strengths-based approach to culturally diverse students and 
knowing about their students’ lives (Morrison et al., 2019, p. 18).

Cultural responsiveness is also deeply tied with a sense of safety and, thus, learn-
ing. Hammond (2014) defined culture as ‘the way that every brain makes sense of 
the world’ (p. 22). Beyond surface elements of food and festivals, ‘deep culture’ 
refers to the underlying assumptions behind a person’s worldview (Hammond, 
2014). Significantly, deep culture ‘governs how we learn new information’ and any 
‘[c]hallenges to cultural values at this level produce culture shock or trigger the 
brain’s fight or flight response’ (Hammond, 2014, p. 23).

Challenges to the cultural orientations and identities of students may be unin-
tentional on the part of teachers, but can be harmful nonetheless. As Norton (2013) 
argued, second language learners ‘are far more vulnerable to the attitudes of the 
dominant group than the dominant group is vulnerable to them’ (pp. 155–156). This 
perspective has added more weight of meaning to participants’ expressions of relief 
at being accepted and respected in the ESL classroom.

Through a lens of Anglo-Saxon Australian experience, a concept of safety asso-
ciated with cultural and religious acceptance may be difficult to fully comprehend. 
One participant in the present study disclosed that in order to survive, she had had 
to hide her true cultural-religious identity in the countries where she was born and 
sought initial asylum. When a person’s core identity exposes them to genocidal 
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threat, trauma and confusion around that identity often ensue (Berger, 2004). Dis-
crimination based on ethnic, cultural and religious background can also cause 
minorities to suppress their identities in contexts that are less existentially threaten-
ing yet still traumagenic. This includes acculturating to White (Christian) culture 
and norms by changing their behaviour, speech and appearance ‘so as not to stand 
out’ (Liu et al., 2019, p. 149).

Explicit or implicit rejection of core identities is not only traumatic in and of 
itself; it is felt more acutely by trauma survivors. A traumatised adult learner ‘in 
a state of alarm’ is more ‘attentive to non-verbal cues such as tone of voice, body 
posture, and facial expressions’ (Perry, 2006, p. 24). Conversely, ‘the threat of social 
exclusion increases attention to signs of social acceptance’ (De Wall et al., 2009, p. 
738). The participants of the present study demonstrated acute sensitivity to accept-
ance by their teachers; at times their responses indicated low standards for what they 
considered caring behaviour, such as teachers answering questions. Therefore, it is 
imperative for second language teachers to interact with students in a way that shows 
welcome and acceptance.

None of the participants in this study raised sexual or gender identities. However, 
it would be reasonable to extrapolate that the same principles would apply to those 
who belong to persecuted gender and sexual minorities. Other aspects of culturally 
responsive pedagogies are discussed below in the section on transformative second 
language learning.

Conclusion

The findings of this study challenge technicist approaches to second language acqui-
sition which cast the ELL as ‘a one dimensional acquisition device’ (Pennycook, 
2001) and complements the literature of student mental wellbeing (Baik et al., 2017, 
2019) and student belonging (Tinto, 1987, 2015). The findings presented here also 
build on existing evidence that the teacher-student relationship is central to trauma-
informed TESOL and extend this evidence in several important ways. Unlike previ-
ous studies, participants were pre-screened for PTSD, allowing for more research 
validity and a comparison between those with high and low post-traumatic stress. 
However, no difference was observed in the emerging themes. By privileging stu-
dent voice and structuring the research within a framework of trauma-informed prin-
ciples, this study has provided a deeper level of detail and more targeted investi-
gation of how the language learning environment affects ELLs. It also widens the 
scope of trauma-informed ESL to include international students, who have been 
largely excluded from previous discussions in this field. This study is significant in 
that it specifically asked students questions that aligned with trauma-informed prin-
ciples. The fact that the findings align with other theories and empirical research into 
humanising pedagogies with non-traditional students bolsters the earlier research. It 
also provides empirical evidence for the first time—to the best of our knowledge—
that a culturally responsive approach is an important aspect of trauma-informed 
practice in second language teaching.
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Limitations

As this study is a qualitative investigation of ELLs at a pre-intermediate level and 
above at university English centres in Australia, the results cannot be generalised 
beyond that context. It is possible that traumatised ELLs who do not reach that level 
of English language proficiency would report different experiences of the learning 
environment.

Future directions

More research is also needed to inform policy and practice in the TESOL field and 
for teaching culturally and linguistically diverse students. The model in Fig. 1 pro-
vides a new model to understand the mechanisms that help create trauma-informed 
classrooms and may be used to improve teacher engagement and measure student 
satisfaction in ESL courses. The study clearly shows that ELLs perceive a posi-
tive learning environment as one in which teachers engage with them on a personal 
level, to the benefit of both their learning and wellbeing. Accordingly, ESL teacher 
training and evaluations should recognise the importance and benefits of attune-
ment, understanding and responsiveness as fundamental to effective and holistic 
andragogy.

Appendix

Interview schedule

 1. What do you think is a good environment for learning English?
 2. Do you feel safe and relaxed learning English at [language centre]? Who or what 

makes you feel safe? How does this affect your feelings about your classes? How 
does it affect your learning?

 3. Does anyone or anything make you feel scared or stressed at [language centre]? 
How does that make you feel about your classes? How does it affect your learn-
ing?

 4. Does your English class have many rules? Who makes the rules?
 5. Do you have many choices about how and what you study? How does it affect 

your learning?
 6. Do you feel that your teachers and other staff at [language centre] respect your 

culture and the other language(s) you can speak? How does that make you feel 
about your classes? How does it affect your learning?

 7. In your classes, you use learning materials such as textbooks and videos. Do 
these tell stories about people from your culture? Do you feel these texts respect 
your culture? How does this make you feel about your classes? How does it 
affect your learning?
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 8. Do you feel your teachers and other staff respect your life experience and your 
skills? How does that make you feel about your classes? How does it affect your 
learning?

 9. Do you feel that your teachers notice the things you do well in English? Do 
they tell you when you are improving? How does that make you feel about your 
classes? How does it affect your learning?

 10. Do you feel that your teachers and other staff at [language centre] care about 
you? Do they try to make everybody feel welcome? How does that make you 
feel about your classes? How does it affect your learning?

 11. Do you feel that your classmates care about you? How does that make you feel 
about your classes? How does it affect your learning?

 12. Do you feel like your teachers and other staff really listen to you? How does that 
make you feel about your classes? How does it affect your learning?

 13. Do you feel like the topics you talk about and read about in class are important 
to you and your life? How does that make you feel about your classes? How 
does it affect your learning?

 14. Living in a different country like Australia can be good and bad. Do you think 
that your teachers and other people at [language centre] understand how it feels 
to come to a new country with a different culture and different language? How 
does that make you feel about your classes? How does it affect your learning?

 15. Has anything else at [language centre] made it easier for you to learn English?
 16. Has anything else at [language centre] made it more difficult for you to learn 

English?
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