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Abstract 

Research has found a linguistic and cultural mismatch between teachers and students in the 

United States, with many teachers lacking training in how to work effectively with English 

language learners (ELLs).  Therefore the purpose of this Master’s project was to provide teachers 

with a resource for understanding the linguistic and cultural differences of ELLs through the 

creation of a flip chart.  This flip chart is intended to be used as a resource by any teacher who 

works with linguistically and culturally diverse students.  A thorough examination of each 

language and culture was conducted through the use of articles, reports, encyclopedias, books, 

and websites in order to create the flip chart.  Ten languages were chosen based on which were 

the most-spoken by ELLs in Western New York and the United States.  The ten languages 

presented in the flip chart include Arabic, Burmese, Chinese, French, Karen, Korean, Nepali, 

Somali, Spanish, and Vietnamese.  The flip chart was designed to provide teachers with specific 

linguistic differences and similarities between these languages and English, in order for teachers 

to have an understanding of when students’ first languages may aid in the acquisition of English 

or may cause confusion.  Cultural differences between interactions in ELLs’ home countries and 

interactions in the White, middle-class, culture of the United States were included, as well.  This 

information may help teachers to have a more culturally responsive classroom. 
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Introduction 

 The United States is becoming more and more diverse in terms of the languages and 

cultures that people bring with them. Teachers are increasingly finding themselves with students 

from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds, with many of these students being English 

language learners (ELLs) who are in the process of learning English as a new language.  These 

ELLs come to the classroom with unique needs different from those of their native English-

speaking peers.  ELLs are learning and being tested on content material in English while they are 

simultaneously trying to learn English (Francis & Vaughn, 2009).  They bring with them their 

linguistic and cultural backgrounds in their first language, yet these can often be disregarded by 

teachers when they do not realize the importance of understanding their students’ first languages 

and cultures.  Moreover, most teachers do not have the training necessary to effectively work 

with these students (Bunch, 2010; de Jong & Harper, 2005; Francis & Vaughn, 2009; Reeves, 

2006).  Many teachers also lack linguistic knowledge in their own first language, English 

(Mahboob & Tilakaratna, 2012).  Subsequently, with the lack of training and knowledge about 

ELLs, there are misconceptions that teachers have about them and how they acquire English 

(Clair, 1995; de Jong & Harper, 2005; Harper & de Jong, 2004; Pettit, 2011; Reeves, 2006; 

Walker, Shafer, & Iiams, 2004).  These misconceptions can have negative effects on ELLs.  In 

order to teach English effectively, teachers need to have an understanding of the linguistics of 

English and their students’ first languages (de Jong & Harper, 2005; Faltis, Arias, & Ramírez-

Marín, 2010; Harper & de Jong, 2004; Khan, 2011), and they need to have an understanding of 

their students’ home cultures (Catapano & Slapac, 2010; de Jong & Harper, 2005; Han & 

Thomas, 2010; Harper & de Jong, 2004; Sparapani, Seo, & Smith, 2011; Waddell, 2011).  This 
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project was created in order to give teachers knowledge of their students’ linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds so that they may be able to help ELLs to become more successful in school. 

Problem 

In contrast to the diversity of the student population, the teacher population is primarily 

White with only 16% of teachers having an ethnic/racial origin other than White (Feistritzer, 

2011).  Most of the 84% of White teachers are middle-class and were raised in English-only 

homes (Bunch, 2010; Han & Thomas, 2010; Waddell, 2011).  Moreover, the dominant culture of 

American schools is also based on White, middle-class, values and beliefs (Ware, 2006).  This 

creates a mismatch between many of the students and teachers, both culturally and linguistically.  

Whether students come to the United States from another country or are born in the United 

States, they bring with them their different languages, cultures, education, and experiences.  

Waddell (2011) says that the different backgrounds of the teachers and the students can produce 

“borders” (p. 23) between them.  Many times these differences result in misunderstandings and 

miscommunications between teachers and students (Han & Thomas, 2010; Harper & de Jong, 

2004; Sparapani et al., 2011; Waddell, 2011; Ware, 2006).  The rules for interacting in one 

culture can be very different from another, and body language and gestures can mean largely 

different things depending on the culture (Axtell, 1998).  Speech acts, or utterances that have a 

purpose such as thanking, apologizing, and directing, can also be interpreted differently based on 

each participant’s cultural norms (LoCastro, 2012).  Therefore, it is important for teachers to 

know their ELLs’ backgrounds; specifically, the sociocultural pragmatics of their home cultures 

(i.e., the culturally appropriate rules for communicating in their society), in order to understand 

the differences in how people in those cultures interact in comparison to interactions in White, 

middle-class, America (Han & Thomas, 2010; Harper & de Jong, 2004). 
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ELLs in the United States speak more than 150 languages, and out of the top ten spoken, 

six are not derived from the Latin alphabet (Batalova & McHugh, 2010).  As stated previously, 

most teachers of ELLs come from English-only backgrounds (Bunch, 2010; Han & Thomas, 

2010; Waddell, 2011).  This means that every day they teach students whose first languages are 

different from their own, without knowing the languages of their students.  In order to be an 

effective English teacher, teachers need to have an understanding of linguistics and they need to 

know the linguistic differences and similarities between their students’ first languages and 

English (Harper & de Jong, 2004; Khan, 2011).  Harper and de Jong (2004) state that this is 

necessary because “teachers’ efforts to understand the source of ELLs’ errors is restricted 

by…their limited knowledge of the structure of English and other language systems” (p. 155).  

Moreover, being native speakers of English does not mean that teachers have a full 

understanding of the English language.  Mahboob and Tilakaratna (2012) say that there is a lack 

of language and linguistics courses in teacher education programs, which may be a result of the 

belief that being a native speaker of English makes one an expert in the language, when in fact 

teachers need to increase their knowledge of the English language.  There is a lack of training for 

teachers on how to work with ELLs, in general (Bunch, 2010; de Jong & Harper, 2005; Francis 

& Vaughn, 2009; Reeves, 2006).  This lack of linguistic knowledge about English and about the 

structures of the students’ first languages along with the difference in cultural backgrounds 

between the students and teachers can be a problem. 

Purpose 

Something needs to be done to help teachers cross over the cultural borders and to help 

them understand the differences and similarities between English and their students’ first 

languages, in order for them to be more effective teachers.  Providing teachers with cultural and 
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linguistic knowledge about their students’ backgrounds may help to lessen misunderstandings 

and guide their instruction, which in turn may help ELLs to perform better in school (de Jong & 

Harper, 2005).  Therefore, the purpose of this curriculum project was to create a flip chart for 

teachers to use as a resource, when ELLs enter their classrooms, to give them a better 

understanding of their students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds.  The flip chart contains 

some of the more common and major linguistic differences and similarities between English and 

ten of the most dominant languages spoken by students in Western New York and the United 

States, in order for teachers to be aware of when an ELL’s first language may be different from 

English in ways that may cause confusion, or when the first language is similar in ways that can 

aid in the acquisition of English.  It also contains the sociocultural pragmatic differences between 

interactions in White, middle-class, America and countries that speak the ten languages, in order 

to address the cultural differences that could cause misunderstandings between teachers and 

students.  The goal is that teachers will be able to review this flip chart when they have new 

ELLs whose languages and cultures are ones in which the teachers are not familiar, so that they 

may have a greater understanding of their students, in order to better educate them. 

Significance 

 Harper and de Jong (2004) suggest that teachers should understand the linguistic 

differences and similarities of their students’ first languages in comparison with English, as the 

students’ literacy in their first language can aid in developing English.  Thus, teachers need to 

know the linguistic similarities in order to know when an ELL’s first language can aid in English 

acquisition, and the differences in order to know when the first language may cause confusion 

for the student while learning the English language.  This flip chart gives teachers a starting point 

with some of the linguistic information that they need to be better informed about their students’ 
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first languages.  With this resource, teachers may become more aware of the errors that students 

may make when learning English, and they may then be able to determine whether the errors are 

a result of first language transfer.  This should help guide teachers’ instruction by informing 

them when something needs to be taught explicitly due to a major linguistic difference between 

English and the students’ first languages. 

For ELLs to be proficient in English, they need to not only learn the grammar rules of 

English but the pragmatics of the dominant culture, as well, which means that teachers should try 

to implement a culturally responsive classroom (Han & Thomas, 2010; LoCastro, 2012).  This 

resource provides teachers with generalized information on the norms of their students’ cultures, 

which should help the teachers to be more culturally aware.  This is beneficial in two main ways: 

teachers should be aware of when the students are acting in ways that are appropriate in their 

home cultures, and they should be aware of when there is a major difference between the 

pragmatics involved in an interaction in their students’ home cultures versus an interaction in the 

dominant White, middle-class, culture.  This awareness may help teachers to have a better 

understanding of their students, and it may also guide when they should teach the pragmatics of 

an interaction explicitly.  Culturally aware teachers should help their ELLs understand the 

pragmatics of English so that their students can become more proficient in English; thus 

lessening misunderstandings with native English speakers.  With the lack of training that 

teachers have in working with ELLs and the limited time that they have to do research of their 

own, this flip chart is a much needed resource for teachers of linguistically and culturally diverse 

students. 
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Literature Review 

The demographics of the United States have been changing rapidly, creating more 

racial/ethnic, cultural, and linguistic diversity (Han & Thomas, 2010; Sparapani et al., 2011; 

Waddell, 2011).  An understandable result of the changing demographics is a shift in the 

enrollment of racial/ethnic groups in the public school system.  The National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES, 2011) projects that by the year 2020 the enrollment of White 

students will go down one percent, while all other races/ethnicities are projected to increase.  

Hispanic student enrollment is projected to increase by 25% and Asian/Pacific Islander 

enrollment is projected to have a 36% increase (NCES, 2011).  Likewise, there has been a rapid 

growth in the number of ELLs enrolled in the public school system.  Therefore, with the lack of 

training for teachers on working with ELLs, teachers may be unprepared and need assistance in 

helping ELLs from various linguistic and cultural backgrounds to reach the same high standards 

expected of them as of their native English-speaking peers. 

ELLs in the United States 

 According to U.S. Census data, the population of people five years and older, who speak 

a language other than English, has risen from approximately 23 million in 1980 to over 55 

million in 2007; that is a 140% increase (Shin & Kominski, 2010).  Out of these 55 million, 23.5 

million were born in the United States, while 31.9 million were born elsewhere (Shin & 

Kominski, 2010).  Therefore, people who were born in the United States may still speak a 

language other than English at home and may then be classified as ELLs when entering school.  

In 2007, more than half of the people over five who spoke a language other than English spoke 

Spanish, with close to 35 million speakers.  This was a 211% increase from the eleven million 

Spanish-speakers in 1980 (Shin & Kominski, 2010).  Chinese is the next most-spoken language 
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with almost 2.5 million, followed by five other languages with over one million speakers: 

Tagalog, French, Vietnamese, German, and Korean (Shin & Kominski, 2010). 

Out of the 55 million people who speak a language other than English at home, eleven 

million are school-aged (i.e., age 5-17 years old).  As a result, there has been a dramatic increase 

in the number of ELLs enrolled in the public school system.  There was an estimated two million 

ELLs in the 1993-94 school year, three million in the 1999-2000 school year, and 4.7 million in 

the 2009-10 school year (NCES, 2004; NCES, 2012).  Based on this pattern of growth, there are 

likely more than 4.7 million ELLs enrolled in public schools today. 

ELLs in the Classroom 

With the growing numbers of ELLs in schools today, there is an increased need for all 

teachers to be better prepared to work with students from culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds (Harper & de Jong, 2004; Reeves, 2006; Waddell, 2011).  Most ELLs spend the 

majority of their school day in mainstream classes with English-only instruction (Harper & de 

Jong, 2004; Reeves, 2006).  However, most mainstream teachers have received little, if any, 

training in how to work with ELLs (Bunch, 2010; Reeves, 2006).  Faltis et al. (2010) performed 

an analysis of literature to discover what teachers of ELLs “need to know and be able to do” (p. 

312).  They found the literature advised that all teachers should understand how second 

languages are acquired; specifically, that teachers should know about Krashen’s affective filter 

hypothesis (Faltis et al., 2010).  Lightbown and Spada (2006) define the affective filter as “a 

metaphorical barrier that prevents learners from acquiring language even when appropriate input 

is available” and they describe affect as referring to “feelings, motives, needs, attitudes, and 

emotional states” (p. 37).  In other words, ELLs may have difficulty acquiring English because 

their affective filters are high, which could be the result of a number of reasons, such as being 
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nervous, stressed, or uninterested.  Teachers should work to lower ELLs’ affective filters so that 

they are more receptive to learning.  To have a better understanding of this and how to work with 

ELLs, one needs to have basic knowledge of second language acquisition (SLA).  Many times, 

people believe that second languages are acquired in the same way as a first language (Harper & 

de Jong, 2004; Lightbown & Spada, 2006).  There are similarities; however, there are also 

differences that may be overlooked by teachers (de Jong & Harper, 2005).  A view of SLA can 

be seen through some of the common misconceptions held about ELLs. 

Misconceptions about ELLs.  Teachers often unconsciously have beliefs about the 

social order of society that stem from the ideals and attitudes of the dominant culture (Bartolomé, 

2010; Pettit, 2011).  They may not realize that they have negative beliefs about culturally and 

linguistically diverse students; however, these beliefs can affect the way that they teach and 

interact with their students (Bartolomé, 2010; Pettit, 2011).  These beliefs can be damaging to 

ELLs, as many people view culturally diverse, poor students as “cognitively, genetically, and/or 

culturally deficient” and perceive them to be on the bottom of the social order, sometimes 

treating them as such (Bartolomé, 2010, p. 509 ).  There is a large belief that certain cultural 

groups are accountable for the conditions that they are in, thus suggesting that the social order is 

appropriate.  This can lead to teachers believing that they need to help ELLs assimilate to the 

dominant culture, therefore having an English-only mindset while teaching (Bartolomé, 2010).  

It can also lead to teachers viewing ELLs’ difficulties in school as the ELLs’ faults, instead of 

the teachers finding ways to help accommodate them (Bartolomé, 2010; Pettit, 2011).  With the 

growing numbers of ELLs enrolled in schools, all teachers should be prepared to have ELLs in 

their classrooms.  However, the majority of teachers have had little to no training on how to 

work with ELLs (Bartolomé, 2010; de Jong & Harper, 2005; Pettit, 2011; Reeves, 2006).  This 
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lack of training and knowledge of SLA contribute to the misconceptions that teachers have about 

ELLs. 

Misconception 1: ELLs should be able to acquire English within 2 years or less.  In 

Reeves’ (2006) study on teachers’ attitudes towards ELLs, one misconception she found was that 

teachers believed “ELLs should be able to acquire English within 2 years” (p. 139).  Walker et 

al. (2004) found that some teachers expected English fluency within as little as one year.  The 

actual number of years it takes to acquire English as an additional language can vary greatly.  

Crawford and Krashen (2007) say that it takes an average of two to four years to acquire 

conversational English; however, it can take much longer – five to eight years on average – to 

acquire the academic English that is required in the classroom.  Rate of acquisition can depend 

on multiple factors: age, intelligence, language aptitude, motivation, attitude, learning styles, 

individual and social identity, and more (Lightbown & Spada, 2006; Mitchell & Myles, 2004).  

Children typically acquire their first language from exposure to it.  Therefore, many people 

assume that exposure to English is all that an ELL needs to learn the language.  However, 

exposure is not enough for ELLs who need to learn the academic language of the classroom.  

ELLs need more explicit instruction to learn “the abstract concepts and complex language of 

secondary school classrooms and textbooks” (Harper & de Jong, 2004, p. 153)  

Teachers’ misconceptions about the amount of time it takes to acquire English can lead to 

ELLs being diagnosed as have a learning disability when they do not, or to ELLs being labeled 

as lazy or unintelligent (de Jong & Harper, 2005; Reeves, 2006).  ELLs may also be deemed as 

proficient in English when they are not because they have conversational proficiency.  Therefore, 

when they are moved into all mainstream classes, they perform poorly because they do not have 

the academic proficiency required to succeed in mainstream classes (Crawford & Krashen, 
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2007).  Teachers need to be aware of their misconceptions about the length of time it takes to 

acquire English, in order to understand their ELLs more and to avoid misdiagnosing them with a 

disability, or labeling them as deficient, even proficient, when they are not. 

Misconception 2: It is just good teaching.  Many teachers believe that good teaching is 

the same whether it is for native English speakers or for ELLs (Clair, 1995; de Jong & Harper, 

2005; Harper & de Jong, 2004; Reeves, 2006; Walker et al., 2004).  A teacher in Clair’s (1995) 

study said, “as far as teaching goes, teaching is the same no matter what kind of kids you have” 

(p. 191).  Reeves (2006) surveyed 279 secondary teachers about their attitudes towards ELLs 

being mainstreamed.  Out of 279 teachers surveyed, 229 teachers did not feel that they had 

enough training to work with ELLs; however, only 148 of the teachers were interested in 

professional development training in working with ELLs.  Other studies had similar results with 

teachers having received little to no training on working with ELLs, yet over 50% of the 

participating teachers were still not interested in any additional training in working with ELLs 

(Clair, 1995; Walker et al., 2004). 

A primary reason that teachers gave for not being interested in professional development 

in working with ELLs was that good teaching was the same no matter who they were teaching 

(Clair, 1995; Harper & de Jong, 2004; Reeves, 2006; Walker et al., 2004).  Walker et al. (2004) 

had one teacher state, “teachers don’t need specialized ESL training; common sense and good 

intentions work fine” (p. 145).  The problem with this view is that when no English as a second 

language (ESL) services are available, many ELLs are put into special education classes as a 

result of the “common sense” view that any services are better than no services (Walker et al., 

2004).  However, placing ELLs in special education services when they do not have a disability 

can be harmful to them, as they will not get the same opportunities as students in mainstream 
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classes and they will not learn the same content (Walker et al., 2004).  Harper and de Jong 

(2004) give an example of ELLs who may be struggling with reading in English.  These students 

cannot be compared to native English speakers who have problems with reading.  Native English 

speakers tend to have trouble with decoding; whereas, ELLs may be struggling with English 

vocabulary and comprehension, thus making them slow readers.  These types of difficulties 

require different interventions than would be needed to improve decoding skills (Harper & de 

Jong, 2004).  Teachers need to understand that learning a second language is different than 

learning a first and they need to take into account their students’ individual differences.  Good 

teaching for native English speakers is not the same as good teaching for ELLs (Clair, 1995; de 

Jong & Harper, 2005; Harper & de Jong, 2004; Reeves, 2006; Walker et al., 2004). 

Misconception 3: While learning English, ELLs should not use their first language.  

The misconception that ELLs should not use their first language while learning English is a 

belief held by many people.  Studies on teachers’ beliefs and attitudes about ELLs have found 

many teachers who believe that the use of the student’s first language at home or at school would 

have negative effects on English language acquisition (de Jong & Harper, 2005; Pettit, 2011; 

Reeves, 2006).  It has also been found that many teachers recommend to parents that they should 

only speak English at home with their children (de Jong & Harper, 2005; Pettit, 2011).  This can 

have detrimental effects on ELLs. 

Crawford and Krashen (2007) say that ELLs who have more “knowledge and literacy” 

(p. 18) in their first language are more likely to learn more English than those ELLs that do not 

have this background in their first language.  They speak about “comprehensible input” (p. 18), 

which is exposure to language that is understandable.  ELLs will acquire more English if it is 

comprehensible to them.  Crawford and Krashen (2007) state, “knowledge learned in one 
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language provides context that makes what children hear and read in a second language more 

meaningful” (p. 18).  Therefore, parents who read and speak to their children in their first 

language are helping to build background knowledge and literacy that will help their children to 

better acquire English by making it more comprehensible to them.  Advising parents not to use 

their first language with their children is limiting the literacy and background knowledge that 

their children will bring to school with them.  Placing ELLs in situations in which they are 

completely immersed in English with no support may in fact slow down English language 

acquisition, as it can cause them anxiety which may then raise their affective filter, thus blocking 

comprehensible input (Crawford & Krashen, 2007).  Teachers need to be aware of how ELLs’ 

first languages can help facilitate their learning of English, and how building background 

knowledge in their first languages will help them with some of the more difficult academic 

concepts and language that are found in academic settings. 

Academic Language 

 One of the biggest challenges for ELLs is the academic language used in the school 

setting.  Academic language, unlike social language, cannot be learned from simply being 

exposed to it (de Jong & Harper, 2005).  To become proficient in academic language, ELLs not 

only need to acquire technical vocabulary and grammar but also the language functions that are 

necessary in each content area, “such as analyzing, evaluating, justifying, and persuading” (Díaz-

Rico & Weed, 2010, p. 124).  Teachers tend to view academic language solely as the technical 

vocabulary that accompanies each content area, when in fact that is only a portion of what 

students need to learn.  Each content area also has its own grammatical patterns that can cause 

confusion for ELLs, such as verb phrases that convert to noun phrases in science, and long noun 

phrases in mathematics (Richardson Bruna, Vann, & Perales Escudero, 2007; Schleppegrell, 
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2007).  Content area teachers are often unaware of the “language demands” (Harper & de Jong, 

2004, p. 156) of their content area and do not view themselves as English teachers (Bunch, 2010; 

de Jong & Harper, 2005).  Teachers need to be aware of the linguistic complexities that exist 

within content areas in order to be aware of how these complexities may cause confusion for 

ELLs, so as not to misinterpret ELLs’ linguistic difficulties as cognitive issues (de Jong & 

Harper, 2005; Richardson Bruna et al., 2007).  Faltis et al. (2010) found that all of the literature 

reviewed suggests that teachers working with ELLs need to have an understanding of the 

linguistics of English involved in their content areas.  This increased knowledge of the linguistics 

involved in English and the students’ first languages should help teachers to know when a 

specific grammatical pattern in a content area may be different from the ELLs’ first languages 

and may therefore need more explanation. 

Differences Between Languages 

With ELLs bringing to school their many different first languages, it is important for 

teachers to have an understanding of the differences that each language has in comparison to 

English.  For instance, knowing whether the students’ first languages are alphabetic or non-

alphabetic will inform teachers of when they need to explicitly teach “letter-sound associations” 

(Harper & de Jong, 2004, p. 157).  Khan (2011) suggests that teaching ESL requires teachers to 

have a good understanding of the linguistic features of both English and the students’ first 

languages, in order for teachers to correctly diagnose students’ errors.  For instance, ELLs’ 

writing systems in their first languages may be greatly different from the English writing system.  

Consequently, teachers may view student errors in English as mistakes or even intellectual 

disorders, when in fact the errors are correct in the students’ first languages; they are simply a 

result of language transfer (Harper & de Jong, 2004). 
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Language transfer is what happens when certain aspects of a person’s first language 

influence their use of a second language.  Ping and Rickard Liow (2011) call this “cross-

linguistic transfer” and define it as “how bilinguals apply their knowledge of one language 

during the processing of another language” (p. 423).  Faltis et al. (2010) found research 

supported the use of the first language while learning English, as knowledge obtained in the first 

language can easily be applied in English.  For example, if ELLs have learned that the earth is 

round in their first language, then they can apply this knowledge in English as well; they do not 

need to relearn that information.  Certain language functions can also be transferred from the first 

language to English.  Durgunoǧlu, Nagy, and Hancin-Bhatt (1993) studied the cross-linguistic 

transfer of phonological awareness from Spanish to English in native Spanish-speaking children.  

They found that those children who had high phonological awareness in Spanish were more able 

to read English words than those children who had low phonological awareness in Spanish.  The 

researchers discuss how metalinguistic awareness is not specific to a particular language; it is an 

awareness that people have independent of language.  Therefore, if one has metalinguistic 

awareness in one language, then that awareness can be applied when learning a second language 

with the same alphabetic system (Durgunoǧlu et al., 1993). 

Ping and Rickard Liow (2011) also conducted a study on cross-linguistic transfer.  Their 

results were similar, finding that students transferred their use of morphophonemic processing 

from their first language (Malay) to English.  They also suggested that when ELLs’ first 

languages are very different from English, that teachers should explicitly make students aware of 

the differences.  Teachers need to be aware of how a student’s first language can aid in English 

language acquisition, and they also need to be aware of the “cross-linguistic differences at the 

phrase, sentence, and discourse levels” (Harper and de Jong, 2004, p. 157).  Thus, teachers’ 
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knowledge of an ELL’s first language should inform them of when these types of skills can be 

transferred from the student’s first language to English, or whether the underlying system is 

different from English and therefore more explicit instruction may be needed.  This knowledge 

may also help teachers not to misinterpret errors that ELLs make while learning English, and it 

may help them to change some of their misconceptions about ELLs.  All languages have core 

linguistic elements that teachers should know to better understand how the underlying system of 

each language works, in order to know when something may transfer from one language to 

another.  These core linguistic elements are phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics. 

 Phonology.  Phonology is the study of the sounds in each language, and the rules for how 

those sounds are pronounced (Parker & Riley, 2010).  It is important for educators to understand 

phonology because there are aspects of it that can cause problems for ELLs.  Every language 

uses the vocal tract in different ways to produce sound; therefore not all languages have the same 

units of sound (i.e., phonemes).  In other words, students may not have certain sounds, which are 

found in English, in their languages, and vice versa.  For example, English contains the /θ/ and 

/ð/ phonemes (i.e., sounds written with th), yet these sounds are “relatively rare in other 

languages” (Khan, 2011, p. 107; see also Parker & Riley, 2010).  Languages can also differ 

greatly in the number of phonemes that they have.  Hindi and Vietnamese, for example, are 

mostly phonetic in that there is one sound for each letter (Center for Applied Linguistics [CAL], 

1981; Gambhir, 2009).  English, in contrast, has several possible pronunciations for each letter in 

the alphabet.  There are five vowels in the English alphabet, yet there are fourteen vowel 

phonemes (Parker & Riley, 2010).  When English has a phoneme that is not in an ELL’s first 

language, it may make it harder for that person to create the sound verbally (Lightbown & Spada, 

2006).  Therefore, teachers need to be aware of the differences between English and their 
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students’ first languages, in order to be aware of which phonemes might be more difficult to 

pronounce. 

Syllables, or phonological units of sound, are important to understand, because there are 

specific patterns that are allowed in English that are not allowed in other languages, and 

conversely.  For example, Korean typically has a consonant-vowel-consonant (CVC) pattern to 

its words; whereas English has many words that begin with a CCCV pattern (Cho, 2004).  This 

pattern in English is called a consonant cluster.  Many languages, such as Vietnamese, Korean, 

Chinese, and Arabic, do not have consonant clusters of more than two, if any at all (CAL, 1981; 

Cho, 2004; Galligan, 2001; Khan, 2011).  As a result of the CVC pattern that some languages 

use, students may place an additional vowel between consonants (CAL, 1981; Cho, 2004).  For 

example, plane may be pronounced polane.  Additionally, some languages, such as Vietnamese, 

are monosyllabic, in which almost every word is one syllable (CAL, 1981; Ngô, 2001).  Chinese 

characters correspond to one spoken syllable, yet most words are two syllables (Galligan, 2001; 

Schmitt, Pan, & Tavassoli, 1994).  Thus, because of the space between characters when written, 

it may appear that there are two words instead of one, and it may lead one to believe that Chinese 

is a monosyllabic language when it is not. 

English is considered a stress-timed language (Cho, 2004; Nespor, Shukla, & Mehler, 

2011; Ohata, 2004; Swan & Smith, 2001).  The placement of the stress on a particular syllable in 

a word is important in English, as the wrong stress placement can change the intended meaning.  

However, the stress in English is largely variable; it does not have a specific pattern to it.  Nespor 

et al. (2011) describe stress-timed languages as a “Morse code” type rhythm (p. 1149).  Other 

languages, such as Hindi and Spanish, are syllable-timed, in which syllables “occur at regular 

intervals of time” (Ohata, 2004, p. 9), and the stress does not vary as in English (Swan & Smith, 
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2001).  Syllable-timed languages would be described as more of a “machine gun” rhythm 

(Nespor et al., 2011, p. 1148).  Ohata (2004) says that in stress-timed languages, the number of 

syllables that receive stress, not the number of syllables, dictates the length of time it takes to say 

a sentence. Whereas, in syllable-timed languages, the number of syllables in a sentence dictates 

how long it takes to say a sentence (Ohata, 2004).  Additionally, some languages, such as 

Korean, are syllable-timed, yet no word or syllable is given stress over another.  Thus Korean 

ELLs may tend to sound monotonous, as they are not used to using stress when speaking (Cho, 

2004; Swan & Smith, 2001).  When teachers have students whose first languages do not have the 

same stress patterns as English, then these patterns may need to be taught specifically for each 

word, in order for the students to learn the complicated stress patterns of English (CAL, 1981). 

Another important aspect of phonology that varies by language is the use of tones.  Some 

languages are referred to as tonal languages because the use of tones is used to distinguish one 

word from another when they would otherwise sound the same (CAL, 1981; Galligan, 2001; 

Swan & Smith, 2001).  Vietnamese, which is a tonal language, has six different tones (CAL, 

1981).  Each tone is represented by a mark either over or under a vowel.  These marks are called 

diacritics (CAL, 1981).  See Table 1 to see how the use of tones can change the meaning of a 

word.  The English language does not use tones to distinguish between words; it uses tones 

through the use of intonation patterns that express different intentions or feelings (CAL, 1981; 

Swan & Smith, 2001).  This use of intonation to change the meaning of a sentence can be 

difficult or seem strange to students whose first languages are tonal (Swan & Smith, 2001).  

Therefore, it is important for teachers to know whether their students’ first languages are tonal or 

not, so that they can understand when their students may have difficulty with proper intonation in 
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English sentences.  Understanding the different phonological aspects of languages is the starting 

point for understanding the languages. 

Table 1 

Vietnamese Tonal Chart 

Diacritic English Description Examples 

No marking High-level tone ma which means ghost 

ˊ High-rising tone má which means check 

ˋ Low-falling tone mà which is a grammatical marker 

   Low-rising tone mả which means tomb 

˜ 
High-abrupt sound (N) 

Pronounced like Hoi (S) 
mã which means horse 

. Low-abrupt sound mạ which means rice seedling 

Note. N = Northern Dialect; S = Southern Dialect.  Adapted from CAL, 1981. 

Morphology.  Morphology is another core linguistic element that is important for 

teachers to understand.  According to Al-Muhtaseb and Mellish (1998), “morphology studies the 

forms of words and their transformations to intended meanings” (p. 2).  The main component of 

morphology is the morpheme.  A morpheme can be described as the smallest meaningful part of 

a word that has relatively constant meaning and form (Parker & Riley, 2010).  There are six 

categories of morphemes: lexical, grammatical, free, bound, inflectional, and derivational 

(Parker & Riley, 2010).  Lexical morphemes have meaning by themselves (e.g., the word small), 

while grammatical morphemes explain how lexical morphemes are related.  An example of a 

grammatical morpheme would be the word of.  It does not make sense by itself, thus it needs to 

be connected to a lexical morpheme to determine what it is referring to.  Free morphemes are 

those that create a word on their own.  They can be lexical (e.g., boy) or grammatical (e.g., in).  
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Bound morphemes do not create a word on their own; they must be connected to another 

morpheme (e.g., the plural -s).  Inflectional morphemes are bound, grammatical morphemes that 

are used as suffixes.  In English, there are eight types of inflectional suffixes: plural, possessive, 

comparative, superlative, present, past, past participle, and present participle (Parker & Riley, 

2010).  Derivational morphemes can be suffixes or prefixes (e.g., -ful or un-), and they can also 

change the lexical category of the morpheme (e.g., from a noun to a verb) (Parker & Riley, 

2010).  In other words attaching the suffix -ful to the word help changes the word from a noun to 

an adjective. 

 The use of inflectional and derivational morphemes is different in each language.  In 

English, the number of derivational morphemes that can be used is “potentially infinite” (Parker 

& Riley, 2010, p. 88).  Other languages may have much fewer.  For instance, Khan (2011) gives 

nine examples of different prefixes in English that can be used to make opposites.  In contrast, he 

states that the Arabic language only has two methods for creating opposites (Khan, 2011).  

Likewise, Ngô (2001) discusses morphology in Vietnamese, and states that Vietnamese does not 

use inflectional suffixes to mark grammatical relationships (e.g., singular v. plural).  These 

relationships are shown instead through “the use of auxiliary words and word order” (Ngô, 2001, 

p. 10).  Chinese is similar to Vietnamese in that it also does not use inflectional or derivational 

morphemes (Galligan, 2001; Jing, Tindall, & Nisbet, 2006).  This can result in problem areas for 

Chinese ELLs, such as when learning plurals; specifically, that they tend to omit the -s and -es 

morphemes (Jing et al., 2006).  Languages, such as Vietnamese and Chinese, in which words are 

invariable and there is no use of morphemes to change the meaning of words, are called isolating 

languages (Galligan, 2001; Jing et al., 2006; Ngô, 2001).  In contrast to English, isolating 

languages have little complexity in regards to morphology (Galligan, 2001; Jing et al., 2006). 
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Morphemes and syllables are separate entities.  For example, crocodile has three syllables 

yet only one morpheme.  Croc, o, and dile are syllables, yet none of these has meaning by itself 

nor are they used as affixes at the beginning or end of a word.  Therefore, crocodile is considered 

one morpheme.  As stated previously, some languages, such as Vietnamese, are monosyllabic 

(CAL, 1981; Ngô, 2001).  Consequently, this could lead one to believe that morphemes and 

syllables are the same when they are not. 

As can be seen from the previous examples, ELLs may come to school with 

morphological knowledge in their first language which may be very different from English 

morphology.  They may also have first languages that have simplified morphology (Galligan, 

2001; Jing et al., 2006; Ngô, 2001).  Thus, the differences and the complexity of English may 

cause these students to have more difficulties with the English morphological system (Chan, 

2004; Jing et al, 2006).  Teachers’ knowledge of the differences and similarities of morphology 

in their ELLs’ first languages in comparison to English can help them to better understand why 

their students may struggle with a specific element of morphology, such as the plural -s in 

English (Chan, 2004).  This in turn, may help teachers to anticipate when their students may 

have difficulties so that they can better support their ELLs’ learning (Jing et al., 2006). 

 Syntax.  Parker and Riley (2010) state, “syntax is the study of phrases, clauses, and 

sentences” (p. 47).  Syntax explains the parts of a sentence and how to arrange them 

grammatically.  Typically, children are taught that there are eight parts of speech in English: the 

verb, the noun, the pronoun, the adjective, the adverb, the preposition, the conjunction, and the 

interjection.  Linguists prefer to call these lexical categories, in which words are placed based on 

what the word does (Parker & Riley, 2010).  However, categorization is not a simple task, and 

linguists have found that some words do not fit into the typical eight parts of speech (Parker & 
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Riley, 2010).  An example would be that of articles (a, an, the) which have usually been 

classified as adjectives.  Yet, when compared, articles do not behave in the same way as 

adjectives.  For instance, articles cannot be made comparative or superlative as adjectives can.  

For this reason, linguists have developed another category of determiner, in which articles, 

demonstratives (this, that, these, those), and possessive personal pronouns (e.g., my, his, her) fall 

under (Chan, 2004; Parker & Riley, 2010).  Contrary to English, some languages, such as 

Chinese and Vietnamese, do not have articles (CAL, 1981; Chan, 2004).  Others, such as Somali, 

use articles differently.  When the definite article (e.g., the in English) is used in Somali, it is 

attached as a suffix at the end of the noun instead of being used as an additional word in front of 

the noun, as in English (Ali, n.d.). 

All words which are in a lexical category are then part of a phrasal category (e.g., noun 

phrase, verb phrase, adjective phrase, adverb phrase) (Parker & Riley, 2010).  All phrasal 

categories contain one or more lexical categories.  For instance, boy is a noun (N) and the little 

boy is a noun phrase (NP).  The little boy ran is a verb phrase (VP).  It contains the verb (V) ran, 

yet it still contains an N and an NP.  Word order is one of the main elements of syntax.  English 

is classified as an SVO (subject-verb-object) language; whereas many languages do not arrange 

their sentences in this order.  Korean and Hindi have a typical word order of SOV (subject-

object-verb), yet both languages are more flexible with their word order than English is (Cho, 

2004; Gambhir, 2009).  Arabic, in contrast, is classified as a VSO (verb-subject-object) language 

(Al-Muhtaseb & Mellish, 1998). 

The arrangement of words and phrases in sentences has to abide by certain syntactic rules 

that may be different from language to language, such as left-to-right ordering in English.  One 

cannot say *ran the little boy, for example, it must be arranged as the little boy ran.  Therefore, 
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in English the VP must come after the NP.  In Arabic, sentences may be written in the opposite 

manner, with a V before an N (Al-Muhtaseb & Mellish, 1998).  Moreover, some languages place 

their adjectives and adverbs in the opposite position than in English.  In English, the adjective 

comes before the noun it modifies (e.g., black cat), and the adverb typically comes after the verb 

it modifies (e.g., swims well).  Contrarily, in Vietnamese, the adjective goes after the noun it 

modifies (e.g. cat black) (CAL, 1981).  Likewise, in Korean, the adverb comes before the verb it 

modifies (e.g., well swims) (Cho, 2004). 

As a result of the different syntactic rules that each language has, students whose first 

languages have a different word order than English may create sentences with the word order of 

their first language (Swan & Smith, 2001).  The word order in a sentence can change its meaning 

or make the sentence unintelligible, which could cause the ELL to be misunderstood.  It is 

important that teachers have an understanding of the syntactic rules of English in order for them 

to teach the rules properly.  Likewise, it is important for them to have knowledge of the 

differences in English syntax and the syntax of their students’ first languages (Bhela, 1999).  

With this knowledge, teachers may be able to help their students to understand and use English 

syntax more proficiently.  It may also help teachers to determine whether it is a difference 

between the students’ first language and English that may be causing a problem, or whether it is 

the teaching technique of the teacher (Bhela, 1999). 

 Semantics.  Another core linguistic element that needs to be discussed is semantics.  

Semantics is the study of “the meaning of words, phrases, and sentences” (Parker & Riley, 2010, 

p. 26).  It is important for ELLs because they need to know the meaning of words in English to 

be able to understand what others are saying and to be able to speak so that others can understand 

them.  When referring to semantics, linguists tend to focus on sense (i.e., the meaning of the 
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words).  Semantics pertains to the literal meaning of words, not to what the person speaking 

means by their words (e.g., sarcasm).  In the classroom, there are many basic words (e.g., mom, 

dad, lunch) that English-speaking students do not need to be taught, as they have learned these 

before entering school.  However, these are words that will still need to be taught to ELLs 

(August, Carlo, Dressler, & Snow, 2005).  Languages have basic words that are considered 

universals (e.g., colors, body parts), as they exist in every language.  Some of these words can be 

taught easily through pictures or actions, yet there are others that cannot be taught this way.  For 

example, words that describe relationships in the family, such as aunt, uncle, niece, and nephew, 

cannot be demonstrated; they take more of an explanation.  However, if the teacher knows these 

words in the students’ first languages, then the translation can be given, and that would be 

sufficient (August et al., 2005).  There are also words that can be taught through their 

relationships with each other. 

Lexical decomposition is a method that linguists have developed in order to 

compartmentalize words according to their semantic features (Parker & Riley, 2010).  For 

example, the words man, woman, boy, and girl would be classified as [+ human], as they all 

contain the feature of being human.  Woman and girl would also be classified as [+ female].  

Man and boy, in contrast, would be classified as [- female].  This is a way to portray the different 

relationships between words. 

There are a variety of types of words that fall under the category of sense.  Lexically 

ambiguous words are words that have more than one meaning (e.g., bat, bar, and fly) (Parker & 

Riley, 2010).  These types of words may cause difficulty for ELLs as they have to learn the many 

possible uses of the words, and using the same word for different uses may be rare in their first 

languages (Khan, 2011).  Words that have the same or similar meanings, such as intelligent and 
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smart, are considered synonyms.  Synonyms in one language may not be considered synonyms 

in another language.  For example, in Saudi Arabia, most people use the Arabic word for 

beautiful even when they are describing a man (Khan, 2011).  Thus it could be classified as [+ 

female and + male].  However, in English, the word beautiful is typically only used to describe 

girls and women (i.e., [- male].  Antonyms are usually referred to as the opposite of synonyms 

(i.e., two words that have opposite meaning).  Words that are considered antonyms of each other 

have the same [+ or -] classification for all semantic features except for one (Parker & Riley, 

2010).  Parker and Riley (2010), discuss three types of antonyms: binary, gradable, and converse.  

Words that are considered as either one or the other are binary antonyms.  For example, one is 

either single or married, and a light switch is either on or off.  Gradable antonyms are “pairs that 

describe opposite ends of a continuous dimension” such as, young and old or hard and soft 

(Parker & Riley, 2010, p. 32).  It is considered a continuous dimension because everyone is not 

either young or old; they could be any age in between, as well.  Cho (2004) speaks about how the 

word order in noun phrases, such as young and old, has “cultural connotations” (p. 34).  In 

Korea, the elderly are highly respected, thus instead of saying young and old, Koreans would 

say, old and young.  Teachers need to be aware that students may speak or write certain 

idiomatic noun phrases in the opposite way than they are used in English because of the way that 

those phrases are viewed in their culture (Cho, 2004).  The final type of antonyms, converse, are 

words that are considered to be looking from opposite points of view.  For instance, if someone 

is a student, then someone else is a teacher; if something is on the right, than something else is 

on the left.  As stated previously, the patterns for making antonyms is different from one 

language to another, so ELLs may have difficulty with the many ways that antonyms can be 

created in English (Khan, 2011). 
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Hyponymy also falls under the category of sense.  It includes hyponyms and 

superordinates.  A superordinate is the more general term for something, such as shape or flower; 

while a hyponym is the more specific term that falls under the superordinate.  For example, 

triangle is a hyponym of shape, and rose is a hyponym of flower.  When lexically decomposed, 

hyponyms have all of the same [+ or -] features as their superordinates, as well as some 

additional ones (Parker & Riley, 2010).  Some languages, such as Chinese, use hyponymy in 

their composition of words (Galligan, 2001).  The Chinese words for triangle and quadrilateral, 

for example, would be directly translated as “three corner shape” and “four side shape” (p. 124).  

Thus, the superordinate shape is always the last character in Chinese names for shapes. 

Similar to the use of hyponymy in composing words is the use of classifiers by some 

languages.  Burmese and Karen use classifiers when counting as a way to specify “the semantic 

class of the item being counted” (Barron et al., 2007, p. 37).  For example, round objects would 

receive a different classifier than flat objects.  Thus, four papers would be written in a way that 

would translate as, papers four pieces.  Chinese uses classifiers in other ways besides counting, 

such as to indicate containers or occurrences (Chan, 2004).  If certain noun phrases are directly 

translated from English into languages that use classifiers, then the resulting translations would 

be ungrammatical in those languages (Chan, 2004).  Similarly, teachers need to be aware that 

ELLs who use classifiers in their first language may use additional words that are not needed 

when speaking or writing in English. 

August et al. (2005) discuss the importance of vocabulary development for ELLs in order 

for them to be able to comprehend the same text as their grade-level peers.  August et al. say that 

ELLs who are not as able to comprehend the same text as their English-speaking peers may risk 

being diagnosed with a learning disability, when in fact they may simply be lacking the needed 
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English vocabulary.  However, knowing a word is not solely about knowing the definition of the 

word.  August et al. say that to know a word, one needs to know the literal meaning, 

connotations, ways that it can be used syntactically and morphologically, as well as semantic 

connections such as antonyms and synonyms.  Knowing how to use a word in these ways gives 

one a “depth of word knowledge,” which is something that ELLs are shown to be lacking 

(August et al., 2005, p. 51).  Therefore, building vocabulary knowledge in ELLs is important, 

while at the same time focusing on building a deep understanding of the vocabulary words and 

how they relate to other words. 

One way to build vocabulary that is often overlooked in English-only classrooms is by 

taking advantage of ELLs’ first language knowledge through cognates (August et al., 2005; 

Cummins, 2005; de Jong & Harper, 2005; Ibrahim, 2006).  Ibrahim (2006) defines cognates as 

“words that share common origins and meanings across languages” (p. 86).  English has many 

cognates with other Romance languages, such as Spanish (August et al., 2005; Cummins, 2005; 

de Jong & Harper, 2005).  Drawing ELLs’ attention to these cognates is a way to promote 

positive transfer from their first language to English (August et al., 2005; Cummins, 2005; de 

Jong & Harper, 2005).  Moreover, many Spanish words that are cognates with English are high-

frequency words (i.e., used often); whereas the English cognates are low-frequency words (i.e., 

not used as often) (August et al., 2005).  Thus, Spanish-speakers knowledge of words used 

frequently in Spanish will transfer over to English to help them understand words that would be 

considered more difficult or mature, as they are used less frequently. 

Evidence from research has been shown to support the learning of vocabulary through 

drawing students’ attention to cognates (August et al., 2005; Cummins, 2005; Cunningham & 

Graham, 2000; de Jong & Harper, 2005; Ibrahim, 2006).  Cunningham and Graham (2000) found 
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that knowledge of cognates in a second language could even help one to learn new vocabulary in 

one’s first language.  One advantage of drawing students’ attention to cognates is that not much 

additional instruction is needed, as the students may already know the meaning of the words in 

their first language (August et al., 2005).  This also helps give ELLs the depth of word 

knowledge that they need, because they understand how the word is used in their language, 

instead of just learning the definition in English.  Teachers need to be aware of false cognates, as 

well (August et al., 2005).  These are words that appear to be the same, but do not have the same 

meaning.  An example would be the words embarrassed in English and embarazada in Spanish.  

Embarazada means pregnant, not embarrassed, so this could cause a major misunderstanding if it 

is mistaken as a cognate of embarrassed.  Thus, drawing students’ attention to false cognates can 

be as important as drawing their attention to cognates. 

Need for Understanding ELLs’ Cultures/Cultural Pragmatics 

In addition to phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics, there is one last core 

linguistic element of pragmatics.  Parker and Riley (2010) define pragmatics as “the study of 

how language is affected by the context in which it occurs” (p. 4).  In other words, people speak 

differently depending on the situation and whom they are talking to.  For the purpose of this 

project, pragmatics will be viewed in respect to how language and interactions are affected by 

the different cultural backgrounds of the language users.  Culture can be viewed in different 

ways.  The definition of culture, for this project, is taken from LoCastro (2012) as “a reflection 

of the values and beliefs about the world, held by the members of a community which form, in 

effect, the substratum of their everyday life” (p. 81).  Lightbown and Spada (2006) say that 

people can speak in ways that are grammatically correct, yet they may still be misunderstood.  

This is a result of cultural differences in pragmatics.  People’s values and beliefs influence their 
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behavior and also affect the way they use language.  Therefore, misunderstandings can occur 

when people of different cultures interact, because each person interprets the situation based on 

their own cultural norms and frame of reference (LoCastro, 2012).  This is evident in schools 

where teachers and students from different cultural backgrounds interact every day.  Teachers 

most likely interpret the behaviors of ELLs based on the cultural norms of the White, middle-

class, culture.  When in fact, teachers should be interpreting ELLs’ behaviors based on the values 

and beliefs that those students were raised with in the dominant culture of their communities.  In 

order to have a better understanding of these values and beliefs and the differences between their 

students’ home cultures and the White, middle-class, culture, teachers need to learn more about 

their students’ cultural backgrounds. 

High-context versus low-context cultures.  Han and Thomas (2010) discuss high-

context versus low-context cultures.  They describe high-context cultures as “those who rely 

more on the contextual circumstances (i.e., non-verbal gestures) rather than the explicit 

expressions (i.e., verbal articulations), whereas low-context cultures refer to those who rely more 

on the explicit expressions rather than the contextual circumstances” (p. 470).  Killen, Ardila-

Rey, Barakkatz, and Wang (2000) label these two types of cultures as “collectivistic” and 

“individualistic” (p. 75).  Japan, China, Columbia, and El Salvador are examples of high-context, 

or collectivistic, cultures in which a person’s identity is derived from his or her association with 

a group, and the interests of the group as a whole are valued (Han & Thomas, 2010; Killen et al., 

2000).  In contrast, identity as an individual and one’s own interests are more valued by low-

context, or individualistic, cultures, such as the United States, Canada, Australia, and Italy (Han 

& Thomas, 2010; Killen et al., 2000).  In the United States, the dominant culture has been one of 

Western European decent, in which “individualism, competition, freedom, and industriousness” 
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(Taylor & Whittaker, 2009, p. 119) are valued.  Teachers of ELLs need to recognize that what 

the dominant culture of the United States values may not be what their students have been taught 

to value in their home cultures. 

In high-context cultures, children are taught acquiescence and respect.  Whereas, in low-

context cultures, children are taught that it is better to be a leader and to be assertive (Han & 

Thomas, 2010).  Introverted and socially awkward behavior is often connected to popularity 

within high-context cultures; while that type of behavior is more likely to be connected to 

rejection among peers in low-context cultures (Han & Thomas, 2010).  From these brief 

comparisons, it should be evident how misunderstandings can result when teachers of the 

dominant, White, middle-class, culture of the United States (i.e., a low-context culture) come 

into contact with students from high-context cultures.  ELLs may act in ways that are opposite to 

what teachers expect, such as, acting quiet and withdrawn when their teachers expect them to 

speak up in class and assert themselves more.  Teachers need to be aware that ELLs from some 

cultures have been taught that it is respectful to stay quiet and listen to their teachers; they may 

have been taught that it is inappropriate to speak up in class or to question their teachers (de Jong 

& Harper, 2005).  Contrarily, some teachers expect their students to be quiet, so they may 

assume that students who are quiet are doing well.  However, being quiet does not necessarily 

mean that ELLs are learning; they may simply be acting compliant to the teacher’s rules 

(Catapano & Slapac, 2010).  Han and Thomas (2010) say that teachers may interpret identical 

behaviors in opposite ways depending on their multicultural knowledge.  Therefore, it is 

important for teachers to have “both general and specific knowledge” (Han & Thomas, 2010, p. 

472) about the cultures of the ELLs who are in their classes. 



INCREASING TEACHERS’ KNOWLEDGE 30 
 

 
 

Deficiency versus difference orientation.  Many times people in the dominant culture 

believe that what they value is necessary to be successful in life.  Therefore, they view people 

who hold different values as lacking in some way.  This negative view is described by Taylor 

and Whittaker (2009) as “a deficiency orientation” (p. 122).  Instead of viewing culturally and 

linguistically diverse individuals as having deficits that need to be fixed, their differences need to 

be viewed as valuable (Catapano & Slapac, 2010; Han & Thomas, 2010; Taylor & Whittaker, 

2009).  Taylor and Whittaker (2009) call this positive view of differences “a cultural difference 

orientation” (p. 122). 

Schumann (1986) developed his acculturation model to explain why some people are 

more successful in the learning of a second language.  The acculturation model displays his 

belief that the more one acculturates to the target language community, the more of the target 

language that person will acquire (Schumann, 1986).  Schumann says that there are certain 

variables that will make it more likely for someone to acculturate, such as, both the first-

language group of the ELL and the English-speaking group view one another equally and each 

has positive attitudes toward the opposite group; a desire from both of these groups for the first- 

language group to acculturate; and the ELL plans to stay in the English-speaking area for a 

while.  Those people who do not feel equal to the English-speaking group and who feel as if they 

have been forced to acculturate against their will are less likely to be as successful in acquiring 

English (Salazar, 2010; Schumann, 1986).  Therefore, when ELLs’ cultures and first languages 

are treated as barriers to learning, these are the people whom may feel that they must lose their 

cultural identity in order to learn English and the pragmatics of the dominant culture (de Jong & 

Harper, 2005; Salazar, 2010).  Consequently, when ELLs feel that their identities are threatened, 

their affective filter may be high, thus inhibiting learning.  ELLs will be better supported in their 
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development of the English language if they do not feel that they have to lose their cultural 

identities as part of the process (Han & Thomas, 2010; Salazar, 2010). 

 Cultural differences in the pragmatics of body language.  Body language is an 

essential part of communication.  Edward T. Hall, a social anthropologist, claimed that “60 

percent of all our communication is nonverbal” (Axtell, 1998, p. 2).  Rashotte (2002) conducted 

two studies on the use of nonverbal behaviors in interactions to determine whether nonverbal 

behaviors add meaning to how situations are perceived, or whether they are just part of 

interacting.  She found that nonverbal behaviors do influence the meanings that participants 

derive from interactions (Rashotte, 2002).  This would lead one to assume that understanding 

nonverbal behaviors is therefore vital to interpreting interactions correctly.  Rashotte categorized 

nonverbal behaviors in two ways: as “paralinguistic features” such as speed, volume, tone, pitch, 

and pauses while talking; or as “physical nonverbal behaviors” (p. 93) such as gestures, use of 

the body, and facial expressions. 

Axtell (1998) goes a step farther and divides gestures into three categories: instinctive, 

coded, and acquired.  Instinctive gestures are just as they sound – gestures that are performed 

unconsciously such as scratching one’s nose when it itches.  Coded gestures are those that were 

created for a particular purpose, such as the signals used by referees and umpires.  Sign 

languages would also fall under the category of coded gestures.  Acquired gestures are gestures 

that are “socially generated” (Axtell, 1998, p. 5).  In other words, there may not be a specific 

reason behind why people gesture the way that they do (e.g., nodding the head for yes or no).  It 

is simply the gesture that a particular people group uses and recognizes.  This last category, 

acquired gestures, is the one that is particularly important for teachers to be aware of, as acquired 
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gestures will vary with every culture and can cause confusion and misunderstandings if 

misinterpreted.  

 Although silent, body language and gestures can be strong forms of communication; 

however, they can communicate drastically different things to different cultures (Axtell, 1998).  

The following are two vignettes that Axtell (1998) gives on how differently gestures can be 

interpreted by people from different cultures: 

An American woman gets into a car with an American man, slides over to his side, and 

kisses him on the cheek.  A common enough occurrence that probably happens hundreds 

of thousands of times each day in the United States.  But in this case it happened in Saudi 

Arabia, where public displays of affection are disliked, even forbidden, and marriage is 

sacrosanct.  The incident is reported by author Margaret K. Nydell, in her fascinating 

book Understanding Arabs (Intercultural Press, 1987).  Nydell writes that the meeting 

between the man and woman happened to be seen by a captain of the Saudi National 

Guard who then demanded proof that the two were married.  They were, but not to each 

other.  “The woman was sent out of the country and the man, who compounded his 

problem by being argumentative, was sent to jail,” Nydell writes.  (pp. 8-9) 

and; 

Milton Neshek is an American lawyer and officer of a Japanese-owned company located 

in the North American Midwest.  He once accompanied the governor of his state on a 

trade mission to Japan where the governor addressed a large and distinguished audience 

of Japanese officials.  At the conclusion of the presentation, the visibly upset governor 

cornered Neshek and lamented, “My speech was a disaster!  I shouldn’t have delivered it.  

Why didn’t my staff warn me?”  Confused, Neshek asked, “What made you think it was 
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so bad?”  The governor complained he had seen many members of the audience asleep, 

even nodding their heads.  Relieved, Neshek quickly explained that among the Japanese a 

common way to show concentration and attentiveness was to close the eyes in 

contemplation and nod the head slightly, up and down.  What the governor read as 

boredom was actually a signal of respect and attention.  (p. 10) 

As can be seen from the first example, if someone does not understand the culture of another 

group of people, then he or she risks behaving in ways that are viewed as inappropriate in that 

culture.  In regards to teaching ELLs, the teacher may do something, such as patting a child’s 

head, when that is seen as offensive in that child’s culture.  This leads to a risk of making the 

child feel uncomfortable, which in turn could raise the affective filter, thus inhibiting English 

acquisition.  The second example shows how easily gestures and body language can be perceived 

in opposite ways than intended when someone does not understand the culture of the people 

performing the gestures.  This could affect teachers and ELLs by making both groups 

misunderstand the intentions of the other.  Díaz-Rico and Weed (2010) say “teachers may 

describe students of other cultures as being lackadaisical and uncaring about learning, when in 

fact they may be operating within a different time frame and value system” (p. 21).  Likewise, 

Han and Thomas (2010) speak about how being quiet and not looking into other’s eyes are signs 

of respect in some cultures.  Yet, not looking into someone’s eyes can be viewed as disrespectful 

or suspicious in the White, middle class, culture of the United States.  In order to understand 

each other correctly, teachers need to learn about the cultures of their students (Catapano & 

Slapac, 2010; de Jong & Harper, 2005; Han & Thomas, 2010; Harper & de Jong, 2004; 

Sparapani et al., 2011; Waddell, 2011), and they need to teach their students about the dominant 

culture (LoCastro, 2012).  Learning and understanding their students’ cultures is a way for 
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teachers to cross the cultural borders dividing them and their ELLs (Sparapani et al., 2011).  This 

knowledge may help teachers to be more culturally responsive, thus helping their students to be 

more successful in school. 

Lack of Teacher Knowledge 

 Many times ELLs are blamed for their lack of success or academic difficulties in school 

without taking into consideration the lack of training that teachers have in working with ELLs 

(Bartolomé, 2010; Pettit, 2011).  There is a lack of classes specifically designed for working with 

ELLs in teacher education programs (Bunch, 2010; de Jong & Harper, 2005; Francis & Vaughn, 

2009; Reeves, 2006).  This partly stems from the assumption that teaching ELLs is “a matter of 

applying ‘just good teaching’ (JGT) practices developed for a diverse group of native English 

speakers…” (de Jong & Harper, 2005, p. 102).  De Jong and Harper (2005) recognize that JGT 

practices are important to teacher preparation.  However, they advise against relying on JGT 

practices that are used for native English speakers when working with ELLs, as this can overlook 

important variables specific to ELLs: language and culture (de Jong & Harper, 2005). 

 Teachers need to be aware of how their ELLs’ first languages and cultures can influence 

their production of English.  For example, there are different writing norms for every culture, 

such as the way that essays are organized (de Jong & Harper, 2005).  English essays have a 

thesis statement in the first paragraph and have a linear style of writing; whereas other languages 

may have a circular style of writing.  Teachers may view students who do not write using the 

English norms as having a deficit, when instead teachers need to understand language differences 

and SLA (de Jong & Harper, 2005; Harper & de Jong, 2004).  Languages can have differences, 

such as with word order, tense, plurals, and questions, that teachers may not realize can be 

difficult for ELLs because native English speakers typically do not have problems with these 
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things (de Jong & Harper, 2005).  Therefore, in order to effectively help students with these 

linguistic differences, teachers need to understand how English is structured and they need to 

have an understanding of the linguistics of their students’ languages (de Jong & Harper, 2005; 

Faltis et al., 2010; Harper & de Jong, 2004; Khan, 2011). 

 Culture also affects the way people use language, yet it can be unintentionally 

disregarded.  Ware (2006) says, “culture is a variable that is often overlooked as a function of 

student success” (p. 428).  Sparapani et al. (2011) sum up the importance of teachers’ cultural 

understanding with five key principles that they state are crucial for preparing teachers: 

1. Culture is communication…to effectively communicate in a culture, however, teachers 

must fully understand their culture and how their culture is similar to and different from 

another culture; 

2. Culture is personal…when teaching across cultures, teachers must be mindful of the 

personal nature of culture (the pride individuals have in their culture), and be sensitive to 

how what they do or say in the classroom affects that nature; 

3. Culture has boundaries.  All cultures have parameters for behavior.  In order for teachers 

to be successful crossing borders, they must know and be familiar with the boundary 

conditions.  They must understand that what is acceptable behavior in one culture may 

not be acceptable in another culture; 

4. Culture is perceived by those who stand outside the culture.  Perceptions lead to 

stereotypes.  To be successful in cross-cultural teaching, teachers must set aside any 

perceived stereotypes or beliefs they may have about that culture; 
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5. Culture is defined by the people in that culture…to be effective cross-cultural teachers, 

we need to know the people in a culture.  When we get to know the people in a culture, it 

changes out perceptions of that culture… (pp. 64-65). 

If teachers keep these principles in mind when working with ELLs from diverse linguistic and 

cultural backgrounds, then it may help them to have a better understanding of their students.  

This could in turn help combat against the misconceptions and stereotypes that teachers may 

have about their ELLs.  Han and Thomas (2010) say that in order to have a culturally responsive 

classroom, it is necessary for teachers to learn about their students’ cultural backgrounds; such 

as, cultural values and “social taboos” (p. 474).  Understanding the values and beliefs of their 

ELLs’ cultures should help teachers to reevaluate their opinions about their students’ behaviors, 

by viewing the behaviors in light of the students’ cultural norms rather than the teachers’ cultural 

norms (de Jong & Harper, 2005). 

Through this review of literature it has been found that ELLs are more likely to attain 

academic success when their first languages and cultures are taken into account by their teachers 

(de Jong & Harper, 2005; Faltis et al., 2010).  However, many teachers do not realize the 

importance of this, as a result of their view that good teaching for native English speakers is 

good teaching for ELLs.  Thus they are unaware of appropriate ways to adjust their instruction 

for ELLs (Francis & Vaughn, 2009).  Likewise, most teachers have little to no training in how to 

work effectively with ELLs, and therefore lack the linguistic and cultural knowledge needed to 

help their ELLs be successful in school (Bunch, 2010; de Jong & Harper, 2005; Francis & 

Vaughn, 2009; Reeves, 2006).  Consequently, there is a mismatch between ELLs’ needs and 

teachers’ preparation to meet those needs.  This review of literature has shown the importance of 

teachers’ knowledge of the core linguistic elements: phonology, morphology, syntax, and 
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semantics.  It has also shown the importance of understanding the differences in the cultural 

pragmatics of ELLs’ cultures in comparison to the White, middle-class, culture that permeates 

American schools.  This body of literature provides a framework to guide the methodology 

behind this project.  The purpose of which was to make a resource for teachers to use to increase 

their knowledge of the languages and cultures of their ELLs, so that they may better educate 

their students in order for ELLs to be more successful in school. 

Methodology 

 Through the review of the literature, it was found that many teachers have a lack of 

training in working with ELLs, and most do not have the knowledge that they need to effectively 

teach ELLs.  Two key areas that the literature said teachers needed knowledge of in order to 

effectively teach ELLs were (1) the linguistics of their students’ first languages and (2) their 

students’ home cultures.  This project was created in order to address those needs.  A teacher in a 

Western New York school district suggested that a flip chart would be a useful resource for 

teachers of ELLs.  This helped guide the purpose behind this project, which was to create a flip 

chart that can be used as a resource by teachers who work with ELLs, in order for these teachers 

to have a better understanding of the linguistic and cultural backgrounds of their students.  The 

flip chart contains some of the major differences and similarities of ten of the most spoken 

languages by ELLs in Western New York and the United States, and it contains some of the 

significant cultural differences and taboos of the cultures who speak those languages.  This 

linguistic and cultural knowledge of the students’ backgrounds may help to lessen the 

misunderstandings and miscommunications between ELLs and their teachers, which in turn may 

help ELLs to have more success in school. 
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The literature was reviewed to develop a conceptual framework to be used in the creation 

of the flip chart.  Important aspects that were found dealt with the core linguistic elements of 

phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics.  Initially, only linguistic differences 

were going to be included in the flip chart.  However, the literature suggested that teachers’ 

knowledge of the linguistics of English and their students’ first languages should help them to 

know when their students’ first languages could aid in acquisition of English and when their 

students’ first languages may cause confusion because of differences from English.  Therefore, 

some of the major linguistic similarities that were found to positively transfer to English were 

also included in the flip chart, along with some of the major differences that could cause 

confusion.  The review of literature found that most teachers come from a White, middle-class, 

background and that schools tend to reflect White, middle-class, values and beliefs; when in 

contrast, the student population is very diverse in terms of linguistic and cultural backgrounds.  

This cultural mismatch was found to be a cause of misunderstandings and miscommunications 

between teachers and ELLs.  For that reason, the pragmatic elements that were included in the 

flip chart deal with the differences in the cultural pragmatics of ELLs’ home cultures and the 

White, middle-class, culture. 

Intended Audience 

 The intended audience for use of this flip chart is teachers who work with ELLs who 

speak any of the languages included.  As many of these languages are spoken by ELLs in the 

Western New York area, it would be beneficial to teachers in that area.  However, it would also 

benefit teachers in other areas that have students who speak these languages.  It could be used by 

content area teachers with ELLs in their classrooms, ESL teachers, or other teachers, such as 

special education teachers.  It should be helpful for teachers who teach any age level, from 
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kindergarten to adults.  These teachers can review the flip chart when they have a student who 

speaks a language included in the flip chart.  This should give them more knowledge and 

understanding of the student’s first language and home culture.  In turn, this may help to guide 

the teachers’ instruction by helping them to understand which aspects of the English language 

might be easier or more difficult for the student to learn.  It may also help them to have a better 

understanding of the student’s behavior, which may help to lessen misunderstandings. 

Scope 

This project contains the linguistic differences and similarities of ten languages in 

comparison to English.  There were differences included for each of the core linguistic elements: 

morphology, phonology, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics.  The type of script used for writing 

in each language was included, as well.  In terms of pragmatics, the flip chart contains some of 

the cultural differences in body language and gestures between the main cultures who speak the 

languages and the dominant, White, middle-class, culture of the United States.  Some of the 

major taboos in each culture were also included.  The linguistic and cultural information 

included covers many elements, yet it does not cover everything.  It would be a huge task to 

include every linguistic and cultural difference or similarity, and it would be too much for 

teachers to read and put into practice.  Therefore, only the linguistic information found to be the 

most helpful for teachers to know, based on the literature review, was included.  Likewise, only 

the cultural differences and taboos that could cause major misunderstandings because of their 

differences were included, as well as similarities, if there was no difference in a particular 

category.  
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Procedure 

It was important to decide which languages were going to be included in the flip chart.  

Languages that were spoken in school districts in Western New York were determined to be the 

most beneficial, as this project was being created in Western New York.  Therefore, the directors 

of ESL/Multilingual departments of two large school districts in the Western New York area 

were contacted.  One director provided the top six languages spoken by the ELLs in that school 

district; the other director provided the top ten languages spoken.  The top languages of both 

school districts were compared, and the top six that were the same were chosen (see Table 2).   

Table 2 

Top Languages Spoken by ELLs in Western New York School Districts 

School District #1 School District #2 

Spanish Spanish 

Karen Somali 

Somali Nepali 

Arabic Karen 

Burmese Arabic 

Nepali Vietnamese 

 Burmese 

 Laotian 

 French 

 Rhundi 

Note. Languages that were given by both school districts are in boldface. 

Those six languages were Spanish, Karen, Somali, Arabic, Burmese, and Nepali.  It was then 

decided that the other four languages should be some of the most-spoken languages in the United 

States, in order for the flip chart to be beneficial to educators all over the country.  The four 

languages chosen were taken from a fact sheet from the Migration Policy Institute on the top 
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languages spoken by ELLs in the United States.  The top ten languages listed were Spanish, 

Chinese, Vietnamese, French, Hindi, Korean, German, Arabic, Russian, and Miao/Hmong 

(Batalova & McHugh, 2010).  As Spanish was already listed among the top six languages spoken 

in the Western New York area, the next four languages were chosen: Chinese, Vietnamese, 

French, and Hindi.  However, when Hindi was researched, it was found that many people in 

India speak Hindi and English, and even tend to mix both languages (i.e., Hinglish) (Gambhir, 

2009).  Therefore, it was decided that Hindi would not be included, and Korean, as it was the 

next language on the list, was included instead.  Thus, the ten languages chosen for the flip chart 

were Spanish, Karen, Somali, Arabic, Burmese, Nepali, Chinese, Vietnamese, French, and 

Korean.  

Once the languages were chosen, then the literature was reviewed in order to discover 

which similarities and differences, in terms of language, were suggested as being important for 

teachers to understand.  Literature was found by searching online library databases and Google 

Scholar for articles, reports, and books on ELLs, SLA, linguistics, and language.  A list of 

important areas for each core linguistic element was formed, and then literature on each language 

was searched for in the same way as previously.  Internet websites were used as well when 

looking for language information.  Some books were attained through the interlibrary loan 

system.  Once articles, reports, books, and websites were found for each language, each was 

read.  While being read, any information that addressed the important linguistic areas was 

highlighted, if possible, in a specific color for each core linguistic element.  The information was 

then written down in word documents under each language, along with the citation for where it 

was found.  As the data was found, all of the information that could be classified as present, 
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absent, or conditional in that language was also included in a table as a way to compare all of the 

languages side by side (see Table 3). 

The first thing that was researched for each language was whether it was an alphabetic or 

nonalphabetic language, and whether the language was written left to right, as in English, or 

whether it was written in another way.  The language family that each language was a part of 

was also documented.  Next, the phonetic inventory of each language was compared with 

English in order to find which had differing consonant sounds, which consonants could not be 

used as final consonant sounds, and whether consonant clusters of three were allowed.  Vowels 

were also researched to find differences in pronunciation.  The International Phonetic Alphabet 

(IPA) was used to represent the phonetic sounds of each language’s alphabet.  While taking the 

phonetic inventory, it was important to find whether there were silent letters allowed in each 

language, as well.  In terms of phonology, the last things researched were whether each language 

was monosyllabic, whether it was stress-timed or syllable-timed, and whether it was tonal. 

After the phonological aspects of each language were researched, then specific 

morphological information was found.  First, it was determined whether the language had 

inflectional morphemes.  Specifically, inflectional suffixes for verb tense and whether nouns had 

plural forms.  It was also found whether nouns and pronouns were marked for grammatical 

gender.  The last thing compared for morphology was whether each language used comparatives 

and superlatives in a similar way as English, or whether comparatives and superlatives were 

made in a different way, such as through the use of auxiliary words and word order. 

Next, the syntax of each language was compared with English.  In terms of syntax, word 

order was an important aspect.  Thus, it was found whether each language had a SVO word 

order, as English does, or whether it had a different word order, such as SOV.  
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Table 3  

Linguistic Characteristics of Each Language in Comparison to English 

 Spanish Karen Somali Arabic Burmese Nepali Chinese Vietnamese French Korean 

Based on Latin Alphabet X O X O O O O X X O 

Written Left to Right X X X O X X X X X X 

Monosyllabic O C O O C O O X O O 

Syllable-timed X   O    X X X 

Stress-timed O   X    O O O 

Up to 3 Consonant Clusters C O O O O O O O X O 

Tonal O X X O X O X X O O 

Inflectional Suffixes for Tense X C X X X X O O X X 

Nouns have Plural Forms X C X X X X O O X C 

Nouns have Grammatical Gender X C X X C O O O X O 

Pronouns Marked for Gender X O X X O O O O X C 

Has Articles (a, an, the) X C C C  O C O X O 

Use Classifiers O X C O X X X X O X 

Share Cognates X O O O O O O O X C 

Note. O = Absent; X = Present; C = Conditional; If left blank = Research was inconclusive   
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Then, adverb-verb and adjective-noun word order was compared with English.  Next, it was 

determined whether articles were used by each language, and whether they were used in the 

same way as English. 

The last linguistic area researched was semantics.  For semantics, it was decided that it 

would be beneficial to find cognates between the languages and English.  Thus, while 

researching each language, cognate relationships were examined, as well as false cognates.  

Additionally, it was determined whether classifiers were used in each language.  Classifiers 

could have been included under syntax as well; however, it was decided to have them included 

under semantics as they are used to designate the semantic class of the noun.  The final thing 

researched for semantics was each language’s terms used for family members.  These were 

included so that teachers will know the translations of these words, as it is difficult to simply 

show a picture or demonstrate the definition of these types of words. 

After researching the linguistic aspects of each language, it needed to be determined 

which countries spoke each language, and which were most likely to have ELLs emigrate from 

in order to come to the United States.  First, each language was found in the Dictionary of 

Languages through the Ebrary database.  In the Dictionary of Languages, all of the countries that 

speak each language were listed under the name of the language.  These countries were then 

included under the language name on the flip chart.  If the language had speakers from more than 

six countries, then an internet search was performed to find which of these countries had the 

most immigrants to the United States.  Statistics were found on the Migrant Policy Institute and 

the Pew Hispanic Center websites.  The six countries that had the highest population of people 

that were born in that country and then immigrated to the United States were the countries that 

were researched for the cultural pragmatics section of the flip chart.   
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Once the countries to include were decided, then each was researched through books, 

articles, reports, encyclopedias, and the internet.  It was first determined whether each country 

was an individualistic society, like the United States, or whether it was a collectivistic society.  

Differences between the cultures of each country and the White, middle-class, culture of the 

United States were then found; specifically, greetings, eye contact, and touching during social 

interactions.  After this, anything that was considered a major social taboo in the culture was 

searched for and included.  Finally, additional interesting cultural differences, that had been 

found while researching the culture, were added as well.  Once all of the information to be 

included was found, it was entered into a template (see Appendix for the template used).  After 

all of the information was entered into this template, then the pages were printed and made into a 

flip chart. 

Common Core Learning Standards 

 When teachers use this flip chart as a resource to understand the linguistics of their 

students’ first languages, it should help them to be able to know when the students’ first 

language knowledge can positively transfer to help them acquire English, or when their first 

languages may cause confusion because of differences from English.  With this knowledge of 

their students’ first languages, teachers can then differentiate their instruction based on their 

students’ needs.  This is needed for ELLs to meet the same standards required of them as of their 

English-speaking peers.  Teachers will find that certain aspects of the flip chart are supported by 

the New York State adopted P-12 Common Core Learning Standards (CCLS) (see Table 4). 
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Table 4 

Aspect of the Flip Chart Aligned with CCLS 

Aspect Common Core Learning Standard 

Writing 

Style 

RF.K.1 - Demonstrate understanding of the organization and basic features of 

print. 

Phonology 

RF.K.2 - Demonstrate understanding of spoken words, syllables, and sounds 

(phonemes). 

RF.5.3 - Know and apply grade-level phonics and word analysis skills in 

decoding words. 

Morphology 
L.CCR.1 - Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English 

grammar and usage when writing or speaking. 

Syntax 
L.CCR.1 - Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English 

grammar and usage when writing or speaking. 

Semantics 

L.CCR.3 - Apply knowledge of language to understand how language functions 

in different contexts, to make effective choices for meaning or style, and to 

comprehend more fully when reading or listening. 

Pragmatics  

SL.CCR.6 - Adapt speech to a variety of contexts and communicative tasks, 

demonstrating command of formal English when indicated or appropriate. 

SL.2.1d - Seek to understand and communicate with individuals from different 

cultural backgrounds. 

W.12.7a - Explore topics dealing with different cultures and world viewpoints.   

W.9.3f - Adapt voice, awareness of audience, and use of language to 

accommodate a variety of cultural contexts.   

Note: Many of the standards above are also applicable to grade levels other than those included.  

Standards were retrieved from 

http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/common_core_standards/pdfdocs/p12_common_core_learning_s

tandards_ela.pdf.  
 

Validity Considerations 

 Many sources were researched to develop the theoretical framework behind this project, 

and the information found by each source was confirmed by other sources.  Multiple sources 

were also found so as to triangulate the data used in the flip chart in order to give the flip chart 

validity.  However, information on Burmese, Karen, and Nepali was limited, as not much 

http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/common_core_standards/pdfdocs/p12_common_core_learning_standards_ela.pdf
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/ciai/common_core_standards/pdfdocs/p12_common_core_learning_standards_ela.pdf
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research has been conducted on them.  It was difficult to find many research studies or peer-

reviewed articles on these languages.  The most comprehensive information available on these 

languages was books that were written in the late 1800’s and early 1900’s.  Most of the other 

information available on these languages was found on websites, thus there may be some 

discrepancies.  This project does have applicability and transferability as it can be used as a 

resource by any teacher working with ELLs, who speak any of the ten languages, in any setting. 

Results 

 The following pages are the completed flip chart in its entirety.
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Introduction 
 

 This flip chart was designed for the purpose of helping teachers who work with English language learners (ELLs) to have a better 

understanding of the linguistics of their students’ first languages, and to have a better understanding of the cultural differences between their 

students’ home cultures and the dominant culture of the United States.  My hope is that you would review this flip chart when you have a student 

who speaks one of the languages included.  This should help you to know when differences or similarities between your students’ first languages 

and English may cause confusion when learning English or may aid in the acquisition of English. With these differences and similarities in mind, 

you may better understand why your students do certain things when speaking and writing, which may then help guide when you need to teach a 

specific difference explicitly.  Reviewing the cultural section on each language should help you to have a better understanding of how people 

interact in those cultures, so that you do not mistakenly act in a way that is offensive to your students, and so that you can also understand why 

they may behave in a particular way.  I hope that the information in this flip chart can help you to have a more culturally responsive classroom. 

 

How This Flip Chart is Organized 
 
 Each language has four sections: (1) background information, (2) linguistics of the language, (3) cultural pragmatics of countries that speak 

the language, and (4) a map of the countries that speak the language.  The linguistics’ section will cover the phonology, syntax, morphology, and 

semantics of the language.  The following is any explanation of the areas included. 

 

Background Information – Under the title of each language is a list of countries in which the language is spoken.  These are primarily countries 

in which there is a large group of people who speak the language as their first language.  Some of the countries may be in boldface font; these are 

the countries in which the highest number of ELLs have immigrated to the United States.  

 

 Language Family – Languages that come from the same language family have similar characteristics.  English comes from the Indo-

European language family. 

 

 Orthography – The writing system of each language was included.  Many languages do not use a Latin-based alphabet.  ELLs who speak 

these languages will have to learn an entirely new alphabet.  Important differences, such as whether the language is written right to left 

instead of left to right, or that there are no capital letters, were included as well. 

 

Phonology 

 

 Missing Consonant Sounds – Any consonant sound that is not in an ELL’s first language may cause problems in pronunciation. 
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 Pronunciation Problems – In this section I may mention whether certain consonant sounds can be in word-initial or word-final position.  

This is simply describing whether a consonant sound can be at the beginning of a word (word-initial) or the end of a word (word-final). 

 

 Consonant Clusters – English has many consonant clusters of two or three, and sometimes even four with the addition of an –s at the end 

of a word.  Many languages do not allow consonant clusters of three or more.  Some do not even allow two consonants together.  So, this 

can cause difficulty for a speaker of a language where consonant clusters are not allowed.  They may insert an extra vowel between 

consonants, or they may omit consonants. 

 

 Syllables – This section may tell you whether a language is a monosyllabic or multisyllabic language.  English is a multisyllabic language.  

The syllable structure of some languages may be included, as well.  When describing syllable structures in this flip chart, the letter V 

stands for vowel, and C stands for consonant.  English has many possible syllable structures, from a V alone to as long as CCCVCCCCC 

for one syllable.  Many languages do not allow for such complicated syllable structures. 

 

 Stress Pattern – English has a variable stress in which there is no particular pattern.  It is considered a stress-timed language in which 

stress has a Morse code type of pattern.  Syllable-timed languages have regular stress; particular syllables tend to always receive stress.    

They could be considered to have a machine gun type of pattern.  Some languages do not use stress at all, so every word receives the same 

stress.  The variability of the stress in English can be very difficult for ELLs to learn, and those who are not used to using stress when 

speaking may sound monotonous.   

 

 Tonal – Some languages use tones to differentiate one word from another.  In other words, multiple words can have the same spelling, but 

mean something different based on what tone is used when speaking.  Diacritics, or marks, are used to denote the specific tone.  English is 

not a tonal language.  Intonation is used in English to show emotions and emphasis.  Languages that use tone may not use intonation when 

speaking, so this may be difficult for them to learn, and they may also sound monotonous.  

 

Syntax 

 

 Word Order – English uses a SVO (subject – verb – object) word order.  Many languages use different word order such as VSO or SOV, 

so ELLs may mix up the word order of English depending on the word order that their first language uses. 

 

 Adverbs – Adverbs are typically placed after the verb in English.  This section will tell you where they are placed in each language. 

 

 Adjectives – Adjectives come before the noun in English.  This section will tell you where they are placed in each language. 
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 Articles – English has three articles (a, an, the).  Some languages do not use articles at all, so ELLs may omit articles while speaking or 

writing if they do not have articles in their first language. 

 

Morphology 

 Tense – English verbs change (inflect) for tense.  Some languages are non-inflected, which means that words cannot change at all.  

Auxiliary (additional) words and context are used instead to show tense. 

 

 Nouns Have Plural Forms – In English, nouns typically receive an –s to denote plurality, or there is an internal word change.  Some 

languages do not show plurality in the noun at all.  This section will explain whether nouns have plurals, and if they do, how they are 

made. 

 

 Nouns Have Grammatical Gender – In English, nouns do not have grammatical gender.  Some languages require all nouns to have either a 

masculine or feminine form.  These are often unrelated to actual gender.   

 

 Personal Pronouns Marked for Gender – In English, there are separate personal pronouns for he and she.  Some languages use the same 

word to mean he, she, and it, so ELLs may confuse he and she and use them interchangeably.  This section also explains whether a 

language uses kinship terms or titles in place of pronouns, as this is more respectful in some cultures. 

 

 Comparatives/Superlatives – These are typically made by the addition of –er or –est in English.  Some languages also use suffixes to make 

these.  Others use auxiliary words and context. 

 

Semantics 

 

 Uses Classifiers – English uses classifier type words with mass nouns, because these cannot be counted with numbers.  For example, a 

drop of water.  Drop would be considered the classifier.  Some languages use classifiers when counting any type of noun in order to 

distinguish the semantic class of the item being counted.  For example, in Vietnamese, instead of saying I need a shirt or I want three 

shirts, the speaker would say I need one piece shirt or I want three piece shirt.  The word piece is the classifier that explains what type of 
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item is being spoken about.  ELLs who are used to using classifiers may create sentences with classifiers when they are not needed in 

English.   

 

 Cognates – Some languages that are derived from similar origins have words that look very similar and have the same meanings.  These 

are called cognates.  This can be very beneficial when learning English, because ELLs will already know the meaning of the words and can 

transfer this knowledge from their first language to English.  However, some words are false cognates; they look similar but mean different 

things.  These are also important to be aware of so that you can explain the real meanings to your students. 

 

 Family Members, Numbers, and Vocabulary – I was able to provide the translations for some of these things for languages that had a 

Latin-based alphabet, or languages in which Romanized versions of the words were available.  

 

Cultures – Directly under the title for each culture section I may have included that people who speak these languages may be refugees.  This is 

important to know, because ELLs who are refugees may have additional struggles.  For example, many refugees may not have been able to go to 

school in their countries, so they may have below grade level literacy in their first language.  This can make learning English more difficult 

because they have less knowledge to transfer from their first language.  Most of the cultural information included deals with the pragmatics of 

interactions, or in other words, the appropriate way to interact in that culture.  This section should be self-explanatory for the most part if you 

know the typical pragmatics involved when interacting in the United States.  Something that is important to know is whether your students come 

from a Muslim, Hindu, or Buddhist family, as these have some specific do’s and don’ts.  Most people from these religions think it is extremely 

rude to show the bottom of your foot or shoe to someone as the foot is seen as the lowliest, least sacred part of your body.  They may also believe 

that you should never touch someone on the top of the head, as this is seen as the most sacred part of the body.  They are many other things that 

are important to know that you can find under the culture section of each language.  

Maps – The last page of each language is a map or maps of the countries that speak each language.  Most of the countries shown are those that 

have a large population of people who speak the language as their first language. 

 

Disclaimer: Please understand that everyone is different, and not all people from a specific culture will believe the same things or have the same 

gestures and body language.  So, some people from the cultures included may interpret some of these cultural characteristics differently than I 

have described.  Therefore, the information provided here is a generalization of each culture provided so that you can become more aware and 

avoid misunderstandings with your students.  It is always better to be more cautious than to risk being rude. 
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The International Phonetic Alphabet 

 

The following are the symbols that are used when referring to the sounds in each language.  These are the sounds that are used in English.  

There are many other sounds that are not used in English.  Those sounds are not included in this chart. 

 

 Throughout the flip chart, when a sound is referred to, the IPA symbol will be within brackets (e.g., /b/) 

 

IPA Vowels Examples of Sounds  IPA Consonants Examples of Sounds 

 Ʌ but, luck  b bib, cab 

ɑ arm, father  d dad, candy 

 ӕ mat, smash  f fit, whiff 

ǝ bug, cut  g go, wag 

e pet, lend  h hope, how 

з work, churn  j you, yes 

І sit, hitting  k cup, bike, check 

і we, peak  l lip, middle 

ɒ mop, sock  m mom, image 

ɔ ball, caught  n not, men 

ʊ look, would  ŋ ring, finger 

u sue, to  p pop, lamp 

aІ why, mine  r rose, fry 

aʊ wow, pout  s son, list 

oʊ go, low  ʃ shy, mash 

eə wear, air  t ten, setting, get 

eI may, weight  tʃ cheek, church 

Iə mere, near  θ thin, moth 

oI soy, coin  ð that, father 

ʊə obscure, tour  v very, five 

   w will, plow 

   z zoo, crazy 

   ʒ measure, fusion 

   ʤ joke, judge 
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Arabic 
Algeria, Bahrain, Chad, Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, 

Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, Yemen Republic 

 

Language family: Belongs to the Semitic branch of the Afro-Asiatic language family. 

Orthography: Arabic has a cursive writing system that is written from right to left.  It has no similarities with the English writing system.  There 

is no distinction between capital and lower case letters, and short vowels are not written.  Example: طز     أر سر         ن       مل
 

Linguistic Differences and Similarities to English 

Phonology 

 

Missing consonant sounds: /p/, /v/, /ŋ/, /tʃ/, /ʒ/ 

 Pronunciation difficulties: Confusion between /f/&/v/, /p/&/b/, and /tʃ/& /ʃ/.  R is pronounced 

much differently in Arabic than English.  There are /θ/ and /ð/ in written Arabic, but they tend to be 

pronounced as /t/ and /d/.  

 

Consonant clusters: There are no three-segment consonant clusters.  Two-segment consonant clusters are 

only allowed at the end of a word in which there is a short vowel that is not pronounced. 

 

Vowels: Only has 3 short vowels (/ae/, /I/, /ʊ/), 3 long vowels (/i/, /ɑ/, /u/), and 2 diphthongs (/eI/, /aʊ/).  

Short vowels are not usually written in Arabic; they may be represented by diacritics. 

 

Silent letters: These are very rare. 

 

Syllables: Multisyllabic.  Can have CV, CVV, CVC, CVVC, and CVCC syllable structures.  All words 

begin with a consonant.  If it sounds like a word begins with a vowel, it actually begins with a glottal stop 

that is difficult for English-speakers to hear. 

 

Stress pattern: Arabic is a stress-timed language.  Word stress is regular and predictable. 

 

Tonal: No, tones are not used.  Yet, intonation is used to distinguish between types of sentences. 

Syntax 

 

Word order: Typically VSO, but 

can sometimes start with a noun.  

Arabic has no equivalent for the is, 

am, and are forms of the verb to be, 

so sentences that would be made 

with these forms in English will 

have no verb in Arabic (e.g., He 

teacher).  

 

Adverbs: Their placement is not 

fixed. 

 

Adjectives: They come after their 

noun and agree in gender, number, 

and case.  They also receive the 

definite article if the noun has one. 

 

Articles: There is no indefinite 

article.  The definite article, al-, is 

used as a prefix. 
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Morphology 

 

Tense: Verbs inflect for tense.  They also inflect to agree with the noun in gender and number.  

 

Nouns have plural forms: Yes, plurals are made by the addition of suffixes or with internal word changes.  Arabic considers two of anything a 

separate category than plural nouns, which is considered to be three or more.  Thus dual nouns have separate suffixes from plural nouns.  Nouns 

that follow numbers greater than ten use their singular form, unless the number is in the tens (e.g., 20, 30, 40…).  Plural, non-human, nouns are 

considered feminine singular. 

 

Nouns have grammatical gender: Yes, nouns can be masculine or feminine.  Masculine is the basic form.  The feminine form of many nouns is 

created by adding a suffix to the noun. 

 

Personal pronouns marked for gender: Yes, there are separate words for he and she, and there are masculine and feminine forms for you.   

 

Comparatives/Superlatives: Comparatives are made through an internal pattern change of the adjective along with a word similar to than in 

English.  Comparatives inflect for case but they do not inflect for number, gender, or definiteness.  Superlatives, in contrast, may inflect for 

number, gender, and case, and they are always definite.  Superlatives are made in a similar way as comparatives. 

 

Semantics 

 

Uses classifiers: No. 

 

Cognates with English: No, but Arabic has borrow the words million and billion from English in spoken form, and there are some other words 

that may sound like cognates.  Yet, these words would not be recognizable in written Arabic. 

 

Be aware of the words zip, zipper, air, tease, kiss, cuss, nick, and unique, because they sound similar to vulgar words in Arabic. 
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Arabic Culture 
Many Arabs living in America are refugees. 

Individualistic or Collectivistic Society: Collectivistic. 

 

Greetings: Men may shake hands with a looser grip than Americans.  Male friends may embrace and kiss alternating cheeks.  Females may kiss 

each other too.  Men may not always introduce their wife or veiled women that are with them.  Titles are used when addressing someone, unless 

you have been asked to use someone’s given name.   

 

Eye Contact: Men maintain eye contact, but direct eye contact between a man and a woman is not proper.  Americans may think that Arabs are 

acting bored or disrespectful because their eyes appear half closed; however, this is not necessarily the case.   

 

Touching: Always use the right hand.  Men do NOT touch women.  Women may only touch women.  It is inappropriate to show any public 

displays of affection or to flirt with someone of the opposite sex.  Men tend to be touchier and may hold elbows or hands with other men as a sign 

of friendship. 

 

Personal Space: Arabs of the same gender typically stand much closer to each other than Americans. 

 

Beckoning: To beckon someone, place your hand palm down and curl your fingers in as if scratching. 

 

Gift Giving: Bring a gift whenever you are a guest in someone’s home.  Good gifts are chocolates or baked goods.  Avoid giving flowers.  Also 

avoid giving anything to do with alcohol and pork, as these are illegal for Muslims.  Always give and receive something with your right hand.   

 

Cultural Taboos: Do NOT point your foot at anyone or show the bottom of your foot or shoe to anyone (even when crossing your legs), as this is 

considered very rude and offensive.  The thumbs-up sign is vulgar in most Muslim countries.  The left hand is considered unclean; do not use it 

unless necessary.  Putting salt on your food is insulting as it signifies that you do not enjoy the food the way it was prepared. 

 

Additional Interesting Differences: To signal “no,” Arabs may tip their heads backwards while either making a clicking sound with their tongue, 

sticking out their chin, or raising their eyebrows.  Always remove your shoes when entering someone’s house or a religious building.  Men and 

women must dress modestly; clothing cannot be revealing or tight.  Women typically only show their hands and their face, but some cover their 

face with a veil, as well.  Men and women are separated in much of the Muslim world, and those who are not related by blood are not allowed to 

intermingle.  All Muslims, except pre-pubescent children, pregnant or nursing women, those who are sick, and the elderly, are required to fast 

from sunrise to sunset during the entire month of Ramadan.  Ramadan is during the 9
th

 month of the Islamic calendar. 
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Burmese 
Burma (Myanmar) 

Language family: Belongs to the Lolo-Burmese branch of the Sino-Tibetan language family. 

 

Orthography: The script is written using circular and semi-circular letters.  It is written left to right, but letters can also be placed on top or 

bottom of each other.  Spaces do not separate words; spaces separate clauses.  Marks are also used to separate clauses, sentences, and paragraphs.  

Example:  

Linguistic Differences and Similarities to English 

Phonology 

 

Missing consonant sounds: /f/ and /v/.  Word-final consonant sounds are not pronounced.  

 Pronunciation difficulties: They may not pronounce the r when speaking. 

 

Consonant clusters: There are no three-segment consonant clusters, so students may insert vowels into 

clusters.  

 

Vowels: Every consonant on its own has an inherent vowel sound attached to it that sounds like the a in quota 

(e.g., g = ga).  Vowels are attached as symbols on any side (above, below, right, or left) of the consonant.   

 

Silent letters: When Burmese is written in Romanized script, ar is used for the a sound in many words, with 

the r being silent.  Thus, the Burmese do not pronounce the r in many words.  For example, they pronounce the 

English words Burma and Myanmar as /ba-ma/ and /myan-ma/. 

 

Syllables: Primarily a monosyllabic language, but with the incorporation of words from other languages, there 

are now some multisyllabic words.  

 

Tonal: Yes, tone is used to differentiate between words that are spelled the same. Every syllable has a tone 

marker (diacritic) on it. 

Syntax 

 

Word order: Typically SOV.  

The verb always comes last.  

The subject and object can 

change positions or be left out 

completely when context makes 

either of them obvious. 

 

Adverbs: These can be formed 

by the addition of a prefix or by 

the reduplication of an adjective, 

verb, or noun. 

 

Adjectives: In Burmese 

grammar, typical English 

adjectives would be classified as 

verbs.  They may be prefixed or 

suffixed to a noun. 

 

 



 
 

6 
 

Morphology 

 

Tense: There are many affixes for tense, but they are conjugated much differently than in English.  Thus verb tense in English may cause 

problems. 

 

Nouns have plural forms: Yes, nouns are made plural by the addition of a specific suffix to the noun. 

 

Nouns have grammatical gender: No, but masculine and feminine may be denoted for humans and animals by the addition of a particular suffix 

to the noun. 

 

Personal pronouns marked for gender: There are not different pronouns used when talking about a female versus a male.  However, there are 

different pronouns depending on whether the speaker is male or female.  Many times pronouns are omitted because they are obvious from context.  

You is often replaced by the person’s name or a kinship term.  The most important part of addressing someone in Burmese is that kinship terms, 

titles, or prefixes before names are required.  It is rude to address someone by their name without an additional prefix.  Kinship terms are used 

even when people are not related.  People may be referred to as brother, sister, aunt, uncle, teacher and so on, depending on their age. 

 

Comparatives/Superlatives:  Comparatives are made by the addition of a specific noun or by additional verbs.  Superlatives are made by the 

addition of a specific prefix and suffix to the verb. 

 

 

Uses classifiers: Yes, 

classifiers are used to 

indicate the semantic class of 

something that is being 

counted. 

 

Cognates with English: No. 

Semantics 

 

Romanized Kinship Terms (These often replace you) 

Burmese English 

Ù-lè uncle 

Daw-daw auntie 

Ămá sister (older) 

Nyi-má- lè sister (younger) 

Ăko brother (older) 

Nyi-lè  younger brother (male speaker) 

Maun- lè younger brother (female speaker) 

Thà son 

Thămì daughter 

Săya, Săya-má Teacher (male), Teacher (female) 
 

 

 

Numbers (Romanized Version) 

1 tiq 11 s´éh-tiq 

2 hniq 12 s´éh-hniq 

3 thoùn 13 s´éh-thoùn 

4 lè 14 s´éh-lè 

5 ngà 15 s´éh-ngà 

6 c´auq 16 s´éh-c´auq 

7 k´un(-hniq) 17 s´éh-k´un(-hniq) 

8 shiq 18 s´éh-shiq 

9 kò 19 s´éh-kò 

10 tăs´eh 20 hnăs´eh 
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Burmese Culture 

The Burmese living in America are typically refugees. 

 

Individualistic or Collectivistic Society:  Collectivistic. 

 

Greetings: A light handshake is becoming more common, but it is more traditional to make a slight bow while holding your hands together, as if 

praying.  Women may prefer to bow.  It is polite to bow your head slightly when passing someone who is older than you.  Kinship terms or titles 

are used when addressing someone. 

 

Eye Contact: Direct eye contact may only be used between people of equal status. 

 

Touching: Do NOT touch anyone on the top of the head, as this is considered the most sacred part of the body.  The Burmese believe touching a 

child on the head could be harmful to the child’s welfare.  It is inappropriate to show any public displays of affection, and flirting with someone of 

the opposite sex is not allowed.  Never touch the head of the image of Buddha.  Men may hold other men’s hands or arms while walking as a sign 

of friendship. 

 

Pointing: Do NOT point with your finger; use your chin instead.  

 

Gift Giving: It is polite to bring a gift when you go to someone’s house.  Food or items that are used daily are good gifts.  Black wrapping paper 

should never be used; it is thought to be unlucky.  The Burmese may refuse a gift several times before accepting. 

 

Cultural Taboos: Do NOT point your foot at anyone, show the bottom of your foot or shoe, or use your foot to move or touch anything, as this is 

considered the least sacred part of the body.  Never point at a Buddha image with your toes or index finger.  

 

Additional Interesting Differences: Always remove your shoes when entering someone’s house or a religious building.  The Burmese are 

predominantly Buddhist, so the religious codes govern how they behave.  People should always dress modestly by covering their shoulders and 

wearing pants instead of shorts.  It is inappropriate to show very much emotion or to get angry in public.  Babies are not named until they are 100 

days old.  Then there is a name-giving ceremony.  Babies are typically named with a particular letter that is associated to the day of the week that 

they were born on.  There are no last names as Americans use them.  The Burmese typically refer to one another with nicknames. 
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Chinese 
CHINA, Malaysia, Singapore, Taiwan 

Language family: Its own branch of the Sino-Tibetan language family. 

 

Orthography: Non-alphabetic.  Chinese uses a morphographic/logographic writing system (each symbol represents a morpheme).  It can be 

written left to right, or from top to bottom.  Example:  有一个好的一天 (Simplified version) or 有一個好的一天 (Traditional version). 

 

Linguistic Differences and Similarities to English 

Phonology 

 

Missing consonant sounds: /v/, θ/, /ð/, /z/, /ʒ/ 

 Pronunciation difficulties: Difficulty between /n/ & /l/ and /r/ & /l/.  There are very few final 

consonants in Chinese, so students may drop the consonant or add a vowel at the end.  /b/, /d/, and /g/ may 

be confused with /p/, /t/, and /k/, because /b/, /d/, and /g/ are voiceless in Chinese. 

 

Consonant clusters: Consonant clusters and blends do not occur in word-initial or word-final positions. 

 

Vowels: Chinese students may confuse /I/ & /i/, or /u/ & /ʊ/.  There is no/ӕ/ or /ɒ/. 

 

Syllables: It appears monosyllabic, but it is not.  Each character represent 1 morpheme and 1 syllable, and 

2 or more characters may be used to form 1 word. 

 

Stress pattern: Chinese speakers of English tend to overstress weak syllables in words or sentences. 

 

Tonal: Yes, tones are used to indicate meaning and word choice.  There is very little use of intonation. 

 

Syntax 

 

Word order: SVO.  Word order 

does not change for questions.  

Some sentences may have no verb.  

Chinese does not use post-modifiers 

in any way; all noun phrases are left-

embedded. 

 

Adverbs: Come before the verb. 

 

Adjectives: Come before the noun. 

 

Articles: Does not have articles 

equivalent to articles in English, yet 

there is a word that may be used as 

an indefinite article. 
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Morphology 

 

Tense: Chinese is a non-inflected language, thus words cannot change internally.  It uses word 

order, auxiliary words, and context to convey meaning. 

 

Nouns have plural forms: There is no internal change to indicate plurals.  A plural marker is 

sometimes used with nouns referring to human beings.  More often, word order, auxiliary words, 

and context are used. 

 

Nouns have grammatical gender: No. 

 

Personal pronouns marked for gender: No, the same spoken sound is used regardless of gender. 

Pronouns may be omitted when it is clear who is being spoken about.  

 

Comparatives/Superlatives: These are made through the use of auxiliary words. 

 

Semantics 

 

Uses classifiers: Yes, classifiers are used in 

counting and to specify the type of 

container or occurrence.  A number or a 

demonstrative must always accompany the 

classifier and the noun. 

 

Cognates with English: No. 

 

Interesting differences: In Chinese, 

compound words tend to describe what they 

are.  For example, the word for triangle in 

Chinese literally means three corner shape; 

the word for Tuesday means three day; and 

the word for March means three month.  
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Chinese Culture 
 

Individualistic or Collectivistic Society: Collectivistic.  The goals of the group and family are valued over the individual.  The group is held 

responsible for the actions of the individual. 

 

Greetings: They may nod or bow slightly when greeting, however the handshake is becoming more popular.  The elderly are highly respected, 

thus introductions are made of the oldest, most senior person in the room first, and then moves down by seniority.  Family names and titles are 

always used when addressing someone, unless you have been asked to use someone’s given name.  Do not be surprised if the Chinese do not smile 

when introduced, as they are taught to hide their emotions. 

 

Touching: Generally a non-touch society among people who are not very familiar.  Avoiding touching someone unless they initiate.  Public 

displays of affection are not permissible among people of the opposite sex.  Young friends of the same gender may hold hands when walking as a 

sign of friendship.  Do NOT touch anyone on the top of the head, as this is considered the most sacred part of the body.   

 

Personal Space: The Chinese stand much closer than is typical for Americans. 

 

Beckoning: To beckon someone, place your hand palm down and curl your fingers in as if scratching.  Do NOT use your index finger. 

 

Pointing: Do NOT point with one finger.  Use a flat, open hand.   

 

Gift Giving: Bring a gift whenever you are a guest in someone’s home.  Always give and receive something with both hands.  Gifts are typically 

not opened in front of the giver.  The Chinese often decline a gift two to three times before accepting as a way to appear modest, so make sure to 

keep insisting.  Always wrap gifts nicely but never wrap them in white or black; red is the preferred color.   

 

Cultural Taboos: Do NOT point your foot at anyone, show the bottom of your foot or shoe, or use your foot to move or touch anything, as this is 

considered the least sacred part of the body.  It is vulgar to pound your fist into your open hand.  The word for 4 sounds like “death”, so avoid 

using it or giving gifts in fours.  

 

Additional Interesting Differences: Saving face is extremely important.  Chinese typically do not say no to a request, even if they cannot fulfill 

it, as this appears rude.  Do not ask yes or no questions, and do not do anything that could cause a Chinese person embarrassment.  The left hand is 

considered unclean to Muslims and Hindus, so always use your right hand for everything.  Muslims do not drink alcohol or eat pork, Hindus do 

not eat beef, and many Buddhists do not eat any meat.  Never give someone a gift made out of the types of meat that they do not eat.   
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French 
FRANCE, Canada, Belgium, Haiti, Switzerland 

 

Language family: A Romance language within the Indo-European language family. 

 

Orthography: Uses the 26 letters of the Latin alphabet as well as vowels with diacritic marks.  It is written left to right.   

Example:  Passez une bonne journée. 

Linguistic Differences and Similarities to English 

Phonology 

 

Missing consonant sounds: /h/, /ð/, /θ/, /ŋ/  

 Pronunciation difficulties: The tip of the tongue is not used in French, so the th sound will be 

difficult for French speakers.  The /r/ and /l/ sounds are pronounced much differently in French than in 

English.  Words spelled with ch in French are pronounced like /ʃ/.  /k/, /t/, and /p/ are pronounced 

similarly to English but without aspiration. 

 

Consonant clusters: Has consonant clusters of up to three. 

 

Vowels: a = a sound between/a/ & /ɑ/, or /a/; e = /ə/, /e/, /eI/; i = /i/; o = /o/ & /ɔ /; u makes a sound that 

has no equivalent in English.  Words spelled with ou = /u/. 

 

Silent letters: The letter h is not pronounced at the beginning of words.  Final consonants are typically 

silent, with the exception of c, r, f, and l which are sometimes pronounced at the end of words.  The letter 

e may not be pronounced when it is schwa (/ə/). 

 

Syllables: French is a multisyllabic language. 

 

Stress pattern: Syllable-timed language.  The word stress is always on the last syllable that is 

pronounced unless the last vowel sound is [ə].  In that case, the second to last syllable would be stressed. 

 

Tonal: No. 

Syntax 

 

Word order: Typically SVO. 

 

Adverbs: Placement varies.  Typically 

after the verb or between the verb and 

the past participle. 

 

Adjectives: Typically follow their 

noun.  However some particular 

adjectives come before their noun.  

Numeral adjectives come before their 

noun.  Suffixes are changed based on 

the gender and plurality of their noun.  

 

Articles: Yes, used similar to articles 

in English.  However, they may be 

used or omitted in different ways than 

English.  For example, articles are not 

used when expressing nationality, 

profession, or religion, yet they are 

used with days of the week, countries, 

and seasons.  
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Semantics 

Uses classifiers: No. 

Cognates with English 

 

French English 

alphabet 

classification 

communication 

conclusion 

description 

different 

excuse 

horizontal/e 

idéal 

imagination 

legislation 

nation 

participation 

substitution 

test 

alphabet 

classification 

communication 

conclusion 

description 

different 

excuse 

horizontal 

ideal 

imagination 

legislation 

nation 

participation 

substitution 

test 
 

 

False Cognates 

 

French/English  Actual English Meaning 

actuallemente/actually 

avertissement/advertisement 

blesser/bless 

cent/cent 

chair/chair 

coin/coin 

college/college 

envie/envy 

gros/gross 

librairie/library 

napkin/napkin 

opportunité/opportunity 

realizer/realize 

rester/rest 

sale/sale 

currently or right now 

warning or caution 

wound, injure, offend 

hundred 

flesh 

corner 

high school 

to want or feel like 

big, fat, heavy, serious 

bookstore 

sanitary napkin 

timeliness or appropriate 

fulfill or achieve 

stay or remain 

dirty 
 

 

Names for Family Members 

 

French English 

mère 

père 

parents 

fils 

fille 

frère 

sœur 

grand-mère/mémé 

grand-père/pèpè 

grands-parents 

petit-fils 

petite-fille 

oncle/tante 

cousin/cousine 

neveu/nièce 

mother 

father 

parents 

son 

daughter 

brother 

sister 

grandmother/grandma 

grandfather/grandpa 

grandparents 

grandson 

granddaughter 

uncle/aunt 

cousin/cousin (feminine) 

nephew/niece 
  

Morphology 

 

Tense: Verbs are conjugated for tense.  Different tenses may be used in certain situations than in English. 

 

Nouns have plural forms: Yes, however the endings of words are not typically pronounced, especially the plural s.  Thus in spoken French, 

subject-verb agreement may not be noticeable. 

 

Nouns have grammatical gender: Yes, every noun is either masculine or feminine. 

 

Personal pronouns marked for gender: Yes, however they match the gender of their noun.  Thus an inanimate object may be called a he or she. 

 

Comparatives/Superlatives: These are made by using auxiliary words similar to more and most in English.  A few adjectives form comparatives 

and superlatives irregularly as in English (e.g., good, better, best). 
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French Culture 
 

Individualistic or Collectivistic Society: French-speaking countries are typically individualistic; however, Haiti has a collectivistic society. 

 

Greetings: Always stand up to be introduced to someone.  A handshake is typical between people who are not family or friends.  French family, 

friends, and young people tend to kiss each other on alternating cheeks in France, Haiti, and Switzerland.  Canadian family and friends may hug or 

kiss on cheeks.  Belgians typically kiss three times on alternating cheeks (in all of these countries, the cheek kiss is actually a touching of cheeks 

and kissing the air).  You should address others with Mr., Mrs., or Miss before their last name unless you have been given permission to use their 

first names.  In Haiti, it is rude to leave without saying goodbye. 

 

Eye Contact: Direct eye contact suggests sincerity. 

 

Touching: Haitian people of the same sex will hold hands as a sign of friendship, but people of the opposite sex rarely show affection in public. 

 

Table Manners: The fork stays in the left hand and the knife stays in the right hand.  You may put your wrists on the table, but never put your 

hands in your lap. 

 

Gift Giving: If you have been invited to someone’s house, it is polite to bring a gift.  Bouquets of flowers or fancy chocolates are the suggested 

gifts.  Avoid using red roses, lilies, or chrysanthemums in bouquets as these are used for other purposes.  It is also polite to send a thank you note 

the next day. 

 

Cultural Taboos: In France, Belgium, and Switzerland do NOT talk with your hands in your pockets, point with your index finger, or chew gum 

in public.  It is also vulgar to pound your fist into your open hand, or to snap the fingers of both your hands. 

 

Additional Interesting Differences: The American sign for OK means “zero” or ‘worthless in France.  In France and Switzerland, the French do 

not smile at or make eye contact with strangers in public; however, it is polite to greet the clerk or proprietor of a store when entering and leaving.  

The French tend to avoid personal questions when in conversations unless they are very close with someone.  
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Karen 
Burma (Myanmar), Thailand 

 

Language family: Believed to be a relative of the Tibeto-Burman group of the Sino-Tibetan family; however, the Tai and Austro-Asiatic 

language families have also had an influence. 

 

Orthography: Karen uses a Burmese-style script made up of circular and semi-circular letters.  It is written left to right.  There are no spaces 

between words; spaces go between phrases or clauses.  Two of the Karen dialects have written forms: Sgaw and Pwo.  Example:  

 

Linguistic Differences and Similarities to English 

Phonology 

 

Missing consonant sounds: /f/, /g/, /v/, /ð/, /ʒ/ 

 Pronunciation difficulties: Karen does not end words with consonants sounds, so word-final 

consonant sounds may be difficult for Karen speakers. Speakers of Pwo Karen nasalize the ends of many 

words.  Many Karen sounds fall between English sounds: /p/ & /b/, /k/ & /g/, /t/ & /d/, and /s/ & /z/. 

 

Consonant clusters: There are no more than 2 consonants in a row.  When there are 2 consonants in a row, 

the second consonant attaches to the first in the form of a different symbol.  Karen speakers tend to insert 

vowels into consonant clusters.   

 

Vowels: Karen has /ɑ/, /ə/, /e/, /i/, /ɔ/, /u/, /oʊ/, /eI/.  Every consonant on its own has an inherent vowel sound 

attached to it that sounds like the a in quota (e.g., g = ga). 

 

Silent letters: There is one consonant that has no sound; it is used as a stem for the vowels to attach to.   

 

Syllables: Monosyllabic with a few exceptions.  Syllables may be a vowel alone or a vowel after a single or 

double consonant (V, CV, CCV).  Syllables always end in a vowel. 

 

Tonal: Yes, it uses up to 6 different tones to change the meaning of words. 

 

Syntax 

 

Word order: SVO. 

 

Adverbs: They come after the 

noun and object.  Adverbs for 

time may come at the beginning 

of the sentence. 

 

Adjectives: These come after the 

noun they modify.  Numeral 

adjectives come after the noun as 

well.  

 

Articles: The number one is often 

used in a similar way as the 

indefinite article a in English.   
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Morphology 

 

Tense: Verbs by themself do not show time.  Context and auxiliary words are used to convey meaning.  However, there are some affixes that can 

be attached to a verb to convey time. 

 

Nouns have plural forms: Plurality is often inferred based on the context or through the use of numeral adjectives.  However, there is a particular 

suffix that can be used to denote plurality, as well. 

 

Nouns have grammatical gender: No, but suffixes are used to show gender for human beings and animals. 

 

Personal pronouns marked for gender: No, thus Karen speakers may confuse him & her and he & she. 

  

Comparatives/Superlatives: Comparatives are made by adding the word for more after the adjective.  Superlatives are made by the addition of a 

word similar to most after the adjective.  

 

 

Classifiers: Uses classifiers when counting to 

specify the semantic class. 

 

Cognates with English: No. 

 

Interesting fact: Karen often uses two words to 

express one thing.  The words can be synonymous, 

or they may pair one very well-known word with 

another word that does not have meaning by itself.  

For example, “ni” (with the circumflex tone) means 

years, and “ni” (with the long tone) means day. It 

may be difficult to tell the difference between these 

two words by themselves.  Yet, “ni-thaw” clearly 

means day because “thaw” is another designation for 

this period of time, and “ni-la” clearly signifies year 

as “la” literally means month. 

 

Semantics 

 

Romanized Names for Family 

Members in Sgaw and Pwo 

 

Karen English 

mò 

pà 

pi 

pu 

wae mü 

pü mü 

wae kwâ 

pü kwâ 

po kwa 

pó mü 

mother 

father 

grandmother 

grandfather 

sister (older) 

sister (younger) 

brother (older) 

brother (younger) 

son 

daughter 
 

 

 

Numbers (Romanized) 

 

         Sgaw Karen                       Pwo Karen 
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Karen Culture 
The Karen living in America are typically refugees. 

 

Individualistic or Collectivistic Society: Collectivistic. 

 

Greetings: The handshake is becoming more common.  It is more traditional to make a slight bow while holding your hands together, as if 

praying.  It is polite to bow your head slightly when passing someone who is older than you.  Kinship terms are used when addressing someone.  

The Karen typically greet someone by asking “Have you eaten?”  It is their responsibility to feed people who answer that they have not eaten. 

 

Eye Contact: Direct eye contact may only be used between people of equal status. 

 

Touching: Do NOT touch anyone on the top of the head, as this is considered the most sacred part of the body.  The Karen believe touching a 

child on the head could be harmful to the child’s welfare.  It is inappropriate to show any public displays of affection, and flirting with someone of 

the opposite sex is not allowed.  Never touch the head of the image of Buddha. 

 

Gift Giving: It is polite to bring a gift when you go to someone’s house.  Food or items that are used daily are good gifts.  Black wrapping paper 

should never be used; it is thought to be unlucky.  The Karen may refuse a gift several times before accepting. 

 

Cultural Taboos: Do NOT point your foot at anyone, show the bottom of your foot or shoe, or use your foot to move or touch anything, as this is 

considered the least sacred part of the body.  Never point at a Buddha image with your toes or index finger.  

 

Additional Interesting Differences: Always remove your shoes when entering someone’s house or a religious building.  The Karen are 

predominantly Buddhist, so the religious codes govern how they behave.  People should always dress modestly by covering their shoulders and 

wearing pants instead of shorts.  It is inappropriate to show very much emotion or to get angry in public.  People may be overly polite and not 

speak up to question someone of higher status, such as a doctor or a teacher.  There are no last names as Americans use them.  The Karen typically 

have their given names and nicknames. 
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Korean 
KOREA, China, Japan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan 

 

Language family: Some people believe it is part of the Ural-Altaic language family, yet many people do not agree that it belongs to any family. 

 

Orthography: Korean is written in Han’gŭl, a completely phonetic alphabet in which each letter represents a phoneme, or sound.  Letters are 

written together in blocks, not rows, to form syllables.  Words are written left to right.  Chinese characters may be used.  There are no capital 

letters.  Example:  좋은 하루 되세요 

Linguistic Differences and Similarities to English 

Phonology 

Missing consonant sounds: /f/, /ð/, /θ/, /v/, /w/, /z/ 

 Pronunciation difficulties: Voiced and unvoiced consonants are not considered different sounds in Korean, thus students can have 

difficulty distinguishing between these pairs of consonants (e.g., /b/, d/, /g/ may sound like /p/, /t/, /k/).  The same letter is used to represent /r/ and 

/l/ in Korean.  They are pronounced differently based on their placement in the word.  Korean letters have different pronunciations at the initial, 

medial, and final position in words.  /v/ is often mispronounced /b/, and /f/ as /p/.  /tʃ/ cannot be in word-final position. 

 

Consonant clusters: There are no consonant clusters. 

 

Vowels: There is no /ə/ in Korean.  Students may have difficulty with unstressed vowels (schwas) because all Korean vowels receive full stress.  

Words do not begin with a vowel sound in Korean.  There is no distinction between short and long vowels, so students may have difficulty 

distinguishing between sounds such as /I/ & /i/, /ʊ/ & /u/, /e/ & /eI/, /ɒ/ or /ɔ/ & /oʊ/. 

 

Silent letters: There is one consonant that is silent. 

 

Syllables: Korean typically uses a CVC syllable structure. 

 

Stress pattern: Korean is considered a syllable-timed language.  However, there is no syllable or word stress; every syllable and word is given the 

same stress.  There is also no intonation used to convey meaning when speaking.  An emphasis-marking suffix or word order is used to show 

emphasis.  

 

Tonal: No. 
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Syntax 

 

Word order: Typically SOV.  However, only the verb is required to keep its placement at the end of sentences.  A sentence can also be formed by 

using a verb alone because of the suffixes that it can take. 

 

Adverbs: These come before the verb.  They are not formed from adjectives. 

 

Adjectives: These come before the noun, or they can be used as a verb after the subject.  

 

Articles: There are no articles, so Koreans may forget to use articles in English. 

Morphology 

 

Tense: The endings of verbs are conjugated to show tense (suffixes also show questions and honorifics).  

 

Nouns have plural forms: A suffix can be used to indicate plurality, but it is rarely used.   The suffix is not required if plurality is obvious,  

 

Nouns have grammatical gender: No. 

 

Personal pronouns marked for gender: Not typically.  Personal pronouns use 3 levels of honorifics. 

 

Comparatives/Superlatives: Comparatives are made through the addition of the words more or less.  Superlatives are also made through the 

addition of particular word. 

Semantics 

 

Uses classifiers: Yes. 

 

Cognates with English: Not in writing, but there are some words, when spoken, that sound like cognates. 

 

Interesting facts: There are no helping verbs in Korean.  Commas are rarely used.  Two or more nouns are often joined to make a compound 

noun.  For example, the Korean words for morning and meal are combined to mean breakfast, and the words book and table are combined to mean 

desk.  Noun phrases may be arranged differently because of cultural connotations.  For example, Koreans would say “old and young” instead of 

“young and old” because the elderly are highly respected. 
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Korean Culture 
Individualistic or Collectivistic Society: Collectivistic.  Family is the most important thing in life; duty to family comes before anything else.  

 

Greetings: Elders are highly respected so they are always greeted first.  The younger or lower status person initiates the greeting.  Men typically 

greet one another with a slight bow that may be accompanied with a handshake.  Koreans use both hands when shaking hands if they want to show 

more respect (the right forearm is supported by the left hand).  It is typical to bow at your elders or those who have a higher status.  Women 

usually just nod slightly.  You should always smile.  Hierarchical terms of address or kinship terms are used; it is rude to call someone by their 

first name unless you have been given permission to.  It is traditional to bow when saying goodbye, but younger people tend to wave goodbye. 

 

Eye Contact:  Direct eye contact is not used with one’s elders; however you should glance at them and then look away to show attentiveness.  

Eye contact is used between friends. 

 

Touching: People of the same sex may hold hands as a sign of friendship, but people of the opposite sex rarely show affection in public.  Do NOT 

touch anything with your feet. 

 

Personal Space: Koreans of the same gender typically stand much closer to each other than Americans. 

 

Beckoning: To beckon someone, place your hand palm down and curl your fingers in as if scratching.  Do NOT use your index finger or your 

whole hand as this is only used when beckoning dogs. 

 

Pointing: Do NOT point with one finger.  Use a flat, open hand.   

 

Gift Giving: Bring a gift when visiting someone’s house.  Sweets, fruits or flowers are good gifts.  Do NOT give sharp items as they suggest 

cutting off the relationship. Also, do NOT give gifts in fours, because the number four symbolizes death.  Always give and receive something with 

both hands or with your right hand supported by the left.  Gifts are typically not opened in front of the giver.  Colorful wrapping paper should be 

used.  Do NOT write a card in red writing, as this symbolizes death.  Gifts are always reciprocated with a gift of similar value, so do not give an 

expensive gift.  Do not praise Koreans’ belongings excessively or they may feel obligated to give them to you. 

 

Additional Interesting Differences: Always remove your shoes when entering a home or a religious building.  Saving face and keeping 

composure are extremely important.  Koreans do not like to say no to a request, even if they cannot fulfill it, as this appears rude.  Do not ask yes 

or no questions, and do not do anything that could cause a Korean embarrassment or make them lose their dignity.  Laughter does not necessarily 

mean enjoyment; it could mean someone is uncomfortable or embarrassed.  Never write a person’s name in red unless they are deceased. 
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Nepali 
NEPAL, Bhutan, India 

 

Language family: Belongs to the Pahari branch of the Indo-Aryan language family. 

 

Orthography: Uses the Devanagari alphabet.  There is no distinction between capital and lower case letters.  All letters have a horizontal line that 

runs along the top.  Nepali separates vowels and consonants into two separate groups; they are not written as one alphabet.  Example:           

 

Linguistic Differences and Similarities to English 

Phonology 

 

Missing consonant sounds: /f/, /θ/, /ð/, /z/ 

 Pronunciation difficulties: R is pronounced much differently than in English. 

 

Consonant clusters: There are no consonant clusters, so Nepali speakers may insert vowels between 

consonants or simplify clusters by dropping consonant sounds.  When two consonants occur in a row, they 

are merged into a single consonant. 

 

Vowels: Has sounds /Ʌ/, /ɑ/, /I/, /i/, /ʊ/, /u/, /aI/, /aʊ/, /oʊ/, /eI/.  Vowels have two forms: their letter form 

which is used in the word-initial position or after other vowels, and their vowel signs which are always 

used after consonants.  Every consonant on its own has an inherent vowel sound attached to it that sounds 

like the a in quota (e.g., the letter g = ga).   

 

Syllables: Multisyllabic.  Typically V, CV, CVC, or VC syllable structure. 

 

Stress pattern:  Word stress almost always falls on the word-initial syllable. 

 

Tonal: No, tones are not used to distinguish word meaning.  Intonation is used to express attitude or 

emphasis. 

 

Syntax 

 

Word order: SOV, but more of a 

free word order. 

 

Adverbs: These come before their 

verb. 

 

Adjectives: These always come 

before their noun.  They can be 

created from nouns and verbs 

through the addition of a suffix.  

Adjectives are marked for gender 

and number. 

 

Articles: There are no articles. 
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Morphology 

Tense: Verbs are inflected for tense, as well as case, number, gender, and honorifics.  

 

Nouns have plural forms: Yes, the suffix /-haru/ is used for plurals.  They do this instead of adding an –s 

so that there is not a consonant cluster at the end of the final syllable. 

 

Nouns have grammatical gender: No, gender is shown syntactically through its connection to the verb. 

 

Personal pronouns marked for gender: No, gender is shown through the verb and context.  Pronouns are 

marked for case, number, and honorifics.  Kinship terms are used along with pronouns. 

 

Comparatives/Superlatives: Comparatives are made with the addition of a word meaning than.  

Superlatives are made with the addition of a phrase that means than all. 

Semantics 

Uses classifiers: Yes, all numbers 

take one of two classifiers – human 

or non-human.  

 

Cognates with English: No. 
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Nepali Culture 
Nepalis living in America are typically Bhutanese refugees. 

 

Individualistic or Collectivistic Society: Collectivistic. 

 

Greetings:  Nepalis typically put their palms together at chest level, fingertips pointing upward, and bow slightly while saying Namaste.  If 

shaking hands, it is more polite to use both hands, by covering the right hand with the left. 

 

Eye Contact: Eye contact is typically appropriate between people of the same gender.  Although, eye contact for too long may be considered 

aggressive, especially with one’s superiors.   

 

Touching: Do NOT touch anyone on the top of the head, as this is considered the most sacred part of the body. Always use two hands when 

giving or receiving something.  Men may touch men and women may touch women, but men and women may not touch.  Physical displays of 

affection are also not appropriate, even among married couples.  People of the same gender may link arms or hold hands as a sign of friendship. 

 

Personal Space: Nepalis of the same gender typically stand much closer to each other than Americans. 

 

Pointing: Do NOT point with one finger.  Use a flat, open hand.   

 

Cultural Taboos: Never eat off someone else’s plate, share food that has already been bitten, or let your lips touch a shared drinking container.  

The left hand is considered unclean; do not use it unless necessary.  Do NOT point your foot at anything or show the bottom of your foot or shoe 

to anyone (even crossing your legs), as this is considered very rude and offensive.   

 

Additional Interesting Differences: Always remove your shoes when entering someone’s house or a religious building, but do not let them be 

upside down; make sure the soles are not showing.  Most Nepalis are Hindu, so they do not eat beef.  Non-Hindus should avoid eating beef in 

front of Hindus.  Also, avoid giving a gift that is made from cows, such as something made from leather.  Men and women always dress modestly.  

People from Nepal prefer to be called Nepalis, not Nepalese, as Nepalese is the Anglicized version. 
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Somali 
SOMALIA, Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya 

 

Language family: Belongs to the East Cushitic branch of the Afro-Asiatic language family. 

 

Orthography: Latin orthography was adopted in 1972.  It is written left to right.  Example: Maalin wanaagsan. 

 

Linguistic Differences and Similarities to English 

Phonology 

 

Missing consonant sounds: /p/, /tʃ/, /v/, /z/, /ʒ/ 

 Pronunciation difficulties: Somali has the letters c, q, r, and x, but these are pronounced much 

differently than in English.  /t/, /k/, and /s/ never occur at the end of a syllable, and /m/ cannot be in the 

word-final position. 

 

Consonant clusters:  The only consonant cluster that can occur is two consonants meeting at syllable 

boundaries.   

 

Vowels: /a/, /e/, /i/, /o/, /u/ sounds are fixed.  When they are reduplicated (aa, ee, ii, oo, uu) they are 

long vowels in which the sound is twice as long as a single vowel.  Somali also has the diphthongs /aI/, 

/eI/, /aʊ/, /oʊ/, and /oI/. 

 

Silent letters: There are no silent letters. 

 

Syllables: It is a multisyllabic language.  The only possible syllable structures are V, CV, VC, or CVC. 

 

Stress pattern: Stress is connected to tone; certain tones receive a specific type of stress.  The 

doubling of consonants means they receive more stress.  This could lead Somali speakers to 

overemphasize doubled consonants in English.   

 

Tonal: Yes, but tone is not used to change word meanings.  It can be used to mark gender, case, and 

number.  Tone is not marked in Somali writing.  There is no intonation at the sentence level. 

Syntax 

Word order: Has a free word order, but 

SOV is probably preferred.  Verbs 

usually come last. 

 

Adverbs: These vary greatly.  They can 

be created from root words, nouns, 

verbs, and particles.  Some adverbs 

require a pronoun as a suffix.  They may 

come before the adjective or verb. 

 

Adjectives: They come after their noun.  

They are usually formed by adding a 

particular suffix to a noun or verb. 

 

Articles: There are 2 definite articles 

that are used: one for a noun that is 

considered remote or distant from the 

speaker, and another for a noun that is 

not remote.  Both are used as suffixes to 

the noun and have separate feminine and 

masculine forms.  There is no indefinite 

article.  The absence of it shows its 

indefiniteness.  
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Morphology 

 

Tense: Verbs are conjugated for tense. The perfect tense is not used in Somali. 

 

Nouns have plural forms: Yes, but plurals can be formed in multiple ways, such as reduplication, use of suffixes, and tonal changes.  There are 

also some non-countable nouns that do not have a plural form. 

 

Nouns have grammatical gender: Yes, and the gender switches in most words when made plural (i.e., they have gender polarity).  Tone can be 

used to indicate gender.  

 

Personal pronouns marked for gender: Yes, there are separate pronouns for he and she. 

 

Comparatives/Superlatives:  These are made through the use of auxiliary words and prepositions.  The word used for comparatives is similar to 

the word than in English. 

Semantics 

 

Uses classifiers: 

Mood classifiers are 

used to show the 

mood of the speaker.  

 

Cognates with 

English: No. 

 

Interesting Facts: 

There are multiple 

words for the same 

thing in Somali.  

There is no equivalent 

for the word please in 

Somali.   

 

Names for Family Members 

 

Somali English 

hooyo 

aw; abbo; aabbe; aabba 

waalid 

iman; wiil 

inan; gabadh 

walaal 

walaalo 

ayeeyo; abooto; macooyo 

awow; abkoow; awoowe 

adeer 

eddo 

inaadeer; inaabti 

qoys; dhalyo 

mother 

father 

parents 

son or boy 

daughter or girl 

brother/sister 

siblings 

grandmother 

grandfather 

uncle 

aunt 

cousin 

family 
 

 

Basic Expressions and Vocabulary 

 

Somali English 

Ma nabad baa? Hello (literally, "Is it peace?" typical greeting) 

Waa nabad. Hello (literally, "It is peace." in response) 

Subax wanaagsan. Good morning. 

Maalin wanaagsan. Good day. 

Galab wanaagsan. Good afternoon. 

Habeen wanaagsan. Good evening. 

Magacaa? What is your name? 

Haa Yes 

Maya No 

Goorma? When? 

Xaggee? Where? 

Maxaa? Why? 
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Somali Culture 
Somalis living in America are typically refugees. 

 

Individualistic or Collectivistic Society: Family is highly important to Somalis, but individualism and independence are also valued. 

 

Greetings: Handshakes are typical between males.  Men who are friends may embrace.  Women may also embrace and kiss one another on the 

cheek.  Non-Somali women may offer to shake hands with a man, but some men may refuse and simply nod in return.  Kinship terms are used. 

 

Eye Contact: Men maintain eye contact.  

 

Touching: Always use the right hand when giving, receiving, touching, or eating.  Men do NOT touch women.  Women may touch women only.  

It is inappropriate to show any public displays of affection or to flirt with someone of the opposite sex.  Men tend to be touchier and may hold 

elbows or hands with other men as a sign of friendship. 

 

Personal Space: Somalis of the same gender typically stand much closer to each other than Americans. 

 

Gift Giving: Bring a gift whenever you are a guest in someone’s home.  Good gifts are baked goods, chocolates, and fruit.  Avoid giving flowers 

as they are used for other purposes.  Also, avoid giving anything to do with alcohol and pork, as these are illegal for Muslims.  Sharp objects, such 

as knives, are also inappropriate as they represent the severing of the relationship.  Always give and receive something with your right hand.  If a 

gift is given, a gift of slightly lower value should be reciprocated. 

 

Cultural Taboos: Do NOT point your foot at anyone or show the bottom of your foot or shoe to anyone (even when crossing your legs), as this is 

considered very rude and offensive.  The thumbs-up sign is vulgar in most Muslim countries.  The left hand is considered unclean; do not use it 

unless necessary. 

 

Additional Interesting Differences: Most Somalis are Muslim, so it is illegal to drink alcohol or eat pork.  All Muslims, except pre-pubescent 

children, pregnant or nursing women, those who are sick, and the elderly, are required to fast from food and liquids from sunrise to sunset during 

the entire month of Ramadan.  Ramadan is during the 9
th

 month of the Islamic calendar.  Names in Somali are given as such: an individual’s first 

name + their father’s first name + their grandfather’s first name, and so on.  Names may stretch back many generations.  As a result of most names 

being similar, most Somalis are referred to by nicknames.  Women typically wear a dress that covers from their shoulders to ankles, but their arms 

are allowed to show.  They have a shawl that they can use to cover their head when around non-related men, but they do not all wear veils.  Most 

men and women eat separately. 
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Spanish 
Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Columbia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, 

Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Puerto Rico, Spain, Uruguay, Venezuela 

 

Language family: A Romance language within the Indo-European language family. 

Orthography: It is derived from the Latin alphabet, and it is written left to right.  Do not capitalize months, days of the week, or nationalities.  

Example:  Tenga un buen día. 

Linguistic Differences and Similarities to English 

Phonology 

Missing consonant sounds: /h/, /ð/, /ʃ/, /v/, /z/ 

 Pronunciation difficulties: In most dialects of Spanish, the letters b and v are pronounced the same.  

Depending on the dialect, the ll in Spanish may be pronounced like a /j/, /ʤ/, or /ʒ/.  /p/, /t/, and /k/ tend to be 

confused with the /b/, /d/, and /g/.  They may be reversed when /p/, /t/, and /k/ are in the word-initial position 

and when /b/, /d/, and /g/ are in the word-final position.  The letters qu are pronounced as /k/ in Spanish. 

 

Consonant clusters: These are not very frequent in Spanish. There are typically no more than 2 consonants 

in a row.  /s/ + consonant does not occur in the word-initial position, so Spanish speakers tend to insert a 

vowel before the s (e.g., espanish or espeak). 

 

Vowels: Has 5 pure vowel sounds of /a/, /e/, /i/, /o/, /u/.  It also has the diphthongs /aI/, /eI/, /oI/, /aʊ/, Spanish 

speakers tend to confuse the English vowels a, e, and i because the names of these vowels in English sound 

like different vowels in Spanish (e.g., the name of the English letter e sounds like the letter i in Spanish; the 

name of the English letter a sounds like the letter e in Spanish).   

 

Silent letters: The letter h is always silent.   

 

Syllables: Typically CV, CVC, and sometimes CCV syllable structures. 

 

Stress pattern: Syllable-timed language.  When a word ends in a vowel or the letters n or s, the stress is on 

the next-to-last syllable.  When a word ends with a consonant (except for n or s), the stress is on the last 

syllable.  There are some words that break these rules, thus there is an accent mark denoting stress placement. 

Tonal: No.   

Syntax 

Word order: Typically SVO, but 

it has a freer word order. 

 

Adverbs: These can occur in a 

variety of places.  Regular 

adverbs are formed by adding the 

suffix –mente to the adjective in 

its feminine form.  There are also 

irregular adverbs as in English. 

 

Adjectives: Quantitative 

adjectives typically come before 

the noun.  Descriptive adjectives 

typically follow the noun unless 

they are figurative, then they 

come before the noun.  Gender 

and number is shown. 

 

Articles: Has definite and 

indefinite articles that inflect for 

gender and number.  The 

indefinite article is based on the 

word for one. 
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Morphology 

Tense: Verbs are conjugated for tense. 

 

Nouns have plural forms: Yes, and plurals are made with the letter s as a suffix, as in English.  However, some speakers, such as Puerto Ricans, 

do not pronounce the final -s when speaking.  Plurals do not have irregular forms.   

 

Nouns have grammatical gender: Yes, every noun is either masculine or feminine.   

 

Personal pronouns marked for gender: Yes, there are separate pronouns for he and she.  However, subject personal pronouns may be omitted 

because person and number are indicated by the verb ending.  

 

Comparatives/Superlatives: These are made by using the words that would mean more and most in English. 

Semantics 

Uses classifiers: No. 

Cognates with English 

 

Spanish English 

animal 

artista 

correctamente 

doctor 

educación 

eléctrico 

experiencia 

fantastico 

familia 

historia 

importante 

imposible 

instrucción 

inteligencia 

preparacíon 

terrible 

animal 

artist 

correctly 

doctor 

education 

electric 

experience 

fantastic 

family 

history 

important 

impossible 

instruction 

intelligence 

preparation 

terrible 
 

 

False Cognates 

 

Spanish/English Actual English Meaning 

actual/actual      

asistir/assist 

colegio/college 

decepción/deception 

embarazada/embarrassed 

éxito/exit 

idioma/idiom 

largo/large 

librería/library 

parientes/parents 

profesor(a)/professor 

recorder/record 

reunión/reunion 

ropa/rope 

sensible/sensible 

ultimo/ultimate 

current 

attend 

school, high school 

disappointment 

pregnant 

success 

language 

long 

bookstore 

relatives 

teacher 

remember 

meeting 

clothing 

sensitive 

last, final 
 

 

Names for Family Members 

 

Spanish English 

madre 

padre 

padres 

hijo/a 

hermano/a 

abuelo/a 

abuelos 

tío/a 

primo/a 

sobrino/a 

nieto/a 

madrastra 

padrastro 

hijastro/a 

hermanastro/a 

familia 

mother 

father 

parents 

son/daughter 

brother/sister 

grandmother/grandfather 

grandparents 

uncle/aunt 

cousin 

nephew/niece 

grandson/granddaughter 

stepmother 

stepfather 

stepson/stepdaughter 

stepbrother/stepsister 

family 
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Spanish Culture 
Individualistic or Collectivistic Society:  Spanish-speaking countries are typically collectivistic.  Argentina has more individualistic traits than 

any of the other Latin American countries, yet it still has many collectivistic traits, as well.  In comparison to Latin American countries, Spain 

would be considered individualistic.  However, in comparison to most of the other European countries, it would be considered collectivistic. 

 

Greetings: The Spanish use the handshake as a greeting.  Some women may not shake hands.  Friends and relatives also tend to embrace and kiss 

one another on the cheek (touch cheeks and kiss the air).  This is typically between people of the opposite sex and between females; men may 

embrace, or they may simply pat one another’s shoulder as a sign of friendship.  Address people by their titles and last names until you have been 

given permission to use their first names.  Greetings may take some time as it is rude not to inquire about someone’s health, family, and so on. 

 

Eye Contact: Direct eye contact is common, but some people may not maintain eye contact with someone who has higher status than them. 

 

Touching: Physical contact between people of the same sex is common.  Men may put a hand on a friend’s shoulder or arm while speaking. 

 

Personal Space: Most Spanish-speaking people tend to stand much closer to each other than Americans. 

 

Beckoning: To beckon someone in many Spanish-speaking countries, place your hand palm down and curl your fingers in as if scratching. 

 

Pointing: It is impolite to point at people.  Puerto Ricans will purse their lips and motion towards something instead of pointing with their hand. 

 

Table Manners: When dining, your wrists stay on the table, but your elbows should not be on the table.  Your fork should always stay in your left 

hand while your knife stays in your right hand.  It is inappropriate to switch hands as is typical in North America.  

 

Gift Giving: Bring a gift when visiting someone’s house (never visit someone uninvited).  Good gifts are flowers, chocolates, or quality liquor.  

Do NOT give knives as these represent cutting off the relationship.   

 

Cultural Taboos: Do NOT make a fist with your thumb sticking out between your index and middle fingers.  In some Spanish-speaking 

countries, the American sign for OK (the thumb and index finger forming a circle) is an obscene or rude gesture. 

 

Additional Interesting Differences: Guatemalans wave goodbye in a way similar to fanning oneself.  They raise their hand in front of 

themselves, palm facing towards themselves, and wave their fingers back and forth with their fingers together.  Do NOT stand with your hands on 

your hips; this appears aggressive or hostile. 
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Vietnamese 
Language family: Belongs to the Mon-Khmer branch of the Austro-Asiatic language family. 

 

Orthography: Derived from the Latin alphabet but is missing the letters f, j, w, and z.  Uses diacritic marks to represent sounds that do not have 

Roman symbols.  It is written left to right.  Example:  Có một ngày tốt 

 

Linguistic Differences and Similarities to English 

Phonology 

 

Missing consonant sounds: /θ/, /ð/, /ʒ/, /ʤ/ 

 Pronunciation difficulties: There is no /s/ or /z/ at the end of words in Vietnamese, thus speakers may 

forget to attach these sounds to English words.  Vietnamese also does not have /b/, /d/, /f/, /g/, /ʃ/, or /v/ in the 

word-final position.  Only /k/, /m/, /n/, /ŋ/, /p/ and /t/ can occur in the word-final position.  There is no /p/ in word-

initial position.  Vietnamese speakers tend to pronounce /p/, /t/, and /k/ in word-initial position as /b/, /d/, and /g/.  

There are words spelled with th, however, they do not have the same pronunciation as /θ/ and /ð/.  The ch spelling 

in Vietnamese is pronounced as /k/, not /tʃ/, as in English. 

 

Consonant clusters: There are no consonant clusters, so Vietnamese speakers may insert a vowel between 

consonants or delete the second consonant. 

 

Vowels: Has /Ʌ/, /ɑ/, /ə/, /e/, /i/, /ɒ/, /ɔ/, /ʊ/, /u/, /oʊ/, /eI/. 

 

Syllables: Primarily a monosyllabic language. Syllable structures can be CV, VC, or CVC. 

 

Stress pattern: There is no word stress.  Every syllable is given the same length and strength of stress. 

 

Tonal: Yes, there are 6 tones that change the meanings of the words.  Tone is only used to distinguish between 

words.  Intonation is not used to emphasize the type of sentence being spoken. 

 

Syntax 

 

Word order: SVO, however 

word order changes in order 

to convey the meaning of the 

sentence. 

 

Adverbs: Placement varies. 

 

Adjectives: These come 

after their noun. 

 

Articles: There are no 

articles in Vietnamese.  

Classifiers are used instead 

to specify general and 

specific nouns. 
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Morphology 

 

Tense: Verbs have no tense.  There are no suffixes in Vietnamese.  Meaning is determined by context, word order, and the use of auxiliary words.  

 

Nouns have plural forms: No, plurality is indicated by the use of auxiliary words.  

 

Nouns have grammatical gender: No. 

 

Personal pronouns marked for gender: No.  In Vietnamese, each relationship requires different terms to address one another.  Kinship terms, 

occupations, and individual names are typically used as pronouns depending on age, the type of relationship and social status. 

 

Comparatives/Superlatives: Comparatives are made by the use of a word similar to than in English.  Superlatives are made with the word than 

or by the use of another word that is similar to most in English. 

Semantics 

Uses classifiers: Yes, classifiers are 

needed for almost every noun.  They are 

used similarly to English articles but not 

exactly the same.  They show 

information about the behavior of the 

noun. 

 

Cognates with English: No. 

  

Interesting Facts: There are multiple 

words for the same thing in Vietnamese 

because age and gender need to be 

addressed.  For example, there are 

different words for uncle depending on if 

he is your maternal uncle or paternal 

uncle, and whether he is the older or 

younger brother of your parent.  There 

are also different words used in formal 

versus informal situations. 

 

Names for Family Members 

 

Vietnamese English 

mẹ, má 

cha, bố 

bố mẹ; cha mẹ 

con trai 

con gái 

anh; em trai 

chị; em gái 

anh, chị, em ruột 

bà 

ông nội 

bác; cậu 

chú  

cô, dì 

gia đinh 

mother 

father 

parents 

son and boy 

daughter and girl 

brother 

sister 

sibling 

grandmother 

grandfather 

uncle (elder brother) 

uncle (younger brother) 

aunt 

family 
 

 

Basic Expressions and Vocabulary 

 

Vietnamese English 

Chào 

Tạm biệt 

Cám ơn 

Chào buổi sang 

Chào buổi tối 

Chúc ngủ ngon 

Bạn tên gì? 

Tôi tên là… 

Ông.../bà... 

Chúc mừng sinh nhật 

Trái 

Phải 

Xin lỗi 

Hôm nay 

Hello 

Goodbye 

Thank you 

Good morning 

Good evening 

Good night 

What’s your name? 

My name is… 

Mr…/Mrs… 

Happy Birthday 

Left 

Right 

Sorry, excuse me 

Today 
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Vietnamese Culture 
Individualistic or Collectivistic Society: Collectivistic. 

 

Greetings: Elders are highly respected so they are always greeted first.  The younger or lower status person initiates the greeting.  People of the 

same age may shake hands, sometimes with both hands (the left hand on top of the right wrist).  It is typical to bow to your elders or those who 

have a higher status.  Women may prefer to bow than to shake hands.  You should always smile.  Hierarchical terms of address or kinship terms 

are used. 

 

Eye Contact:  Direct eye contact is not used with one’s elders; however you should glance at them and then look away to show attentiveness. 

 

Touching: Do NOT touch anyone on the top of the head.  People of the same sex may hold hands as a sign of friendship, but people of the 

opposite sex rarely show affection in public. 

 

Personal Space: Vietnamese of the same gender typically stand much closer to each other than Americans. 

 

Beckoning: To beckon someone, place your hand palm down and curl your fingers in as if scratching.  Do NOT use your index finger.  It is only 

appropriate to beckon someone of lower status. 

 

Pointing: Do NOT point with one finger.  Use a flat, open hand.   

 

Gift Giving: Bring a gift when visiting someone’s house (never visit someone uninvited).  Sweets, flowers, or daily items are good gifts.  Do 

NOT give a handkerchief or anything sharp.  Never wrap a gift in white or give a white gift.  Colorful wrapping paper should be used as white is 

considered the color of death.  Always use both hands when giving or receiving something. 

 

Cultural Taboos: Do NOT cross your index and middle fingers.  It is considered bad luck to stick chopsticks straight up in a bowl of rice.   

 

Additional Interesting Differences: Vietnamese receive their father’s surname as people in America do; however the surname is listed first 

because of the importance of family.  Confucianism influences daily life, so modesty, reserve, politeness, and respect for hierarchy are valued.  

Feelings are typically hidden behind smiles and politeness; you lose face if you lose your temper in public.  Vietnamese may say yes when they 

really mean no, as maintaining face and not causing someone else to lose face is extremely important.  Men and women dress modestly; shorts are 

only worn at the beach.  It is rude to turn down food or drinks that are offered to you; even if it’s your second or third helping.  Chopsticks are 

always used when eating.  Always remove your shoes when entering someone’s home. 



 
 

40 
 

 

Retrieved from http://asean.fta.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/vietnam6.gif  

______ 

http://asean.fta.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/vietnam6.gif


 
 

41 
 

Sources 

Acharya, J. (1990). Lexical modernization in Nepali: A study of borrowing. The Georgetown Journal of Languages & Linguistics 1(3), 267-289.  

Acharya, J. (1991). A descriptive grammar of Nepali and an analyzed corpus. Retrieved from 

http://books.google.com/books?id=Z_JoCIRN_xwC&printsec=frontcover&dq=A+Descriptive+Grammar+of+Nepali+and+an+Analyzed+

Corpus&hl=en&sa=X&ei=jTN8UeO5H9Li4AP0rYGIAQ&ved=0CDIQ6AEwAA 

Accredited Language Services. (2012). Karen. Retrieved from http://www.alsintl.com/resources/languages/karen/ 

Adventist Development and Relief Agency, Nepal. (2013). Tips for visitors. Retrieved from http://www.adranepal.org/get-involved/visitors.php 

Ali, H. A. (n.d.). Dhismaha af Soomaaliga [Somali Grammar]. Retrieved from http://hooyo.web.free.fr/E_table.html 

Al-Muhtaseb, H., & Mellish, C. (1998). Some differences between Arabic and English: A step towards an Arabic upper model. Retrieved from  

 http://faculty.kfupm.edu.sa/ics/muhtaseb/Research/UKPAPER.pdf 

American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (2013a). Arabic phonemic inventory. Retrieved from  

 http://www.asha.org/uploadedFiles/practice/multicultural/ArabicPhonemicInventory.pdf 

American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (2013b). Chinese phonemic inventory. Retrieved from  

 http://www.asha.org/uploadedFiles/practice/multicultural/MandarinPhonemicInventory.pdf 

American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (2013c). English phonemic inventory. Retrieved from  

 http://www.asha.org/uploadedFiles/practice/multicultural/EnglishPhonemicInventory.pdf 

 

http://books.google.com/books?id=Z_JoCIRN_xwC&printsec=frontcover&dq=A+Descriptive+Grammar+of+Nepali+and+an+Analyzed+Corpus&hl=en&sa=X&ei=jTN8UeO5H9Li4AP0rYGIAQ&ved=0CDIQ6AEwAA
http://books.google.com/books?id=Z_JoCIRN_xwC&printsec=frontcover&dq=A+Descriptive+Grammar+of+Nepali+and+an+Analyzed+Corpus&hl=en&sa=X&ei=jTN8UeO5H9Li4AP0rYGIAQ&ved=0CDIQ6AEwAA
http://www.alsintl.com/resources/languages/karen/
http://www.adranepal.org/get-involved/visitors.php
http://hooyo.web.free.fr/E_table.html
http://faculty.kfupm.edu.sa/ics/muhtaseb/Research/UKPAPER.pdf
http://www.asha.org/uploadedFiles/practice/multicultural/ArabicPhonemicInventory.pdf
http://www.asha.org/uploadedFiles/practice/multicultural/MandarinPhonemicInventory.pdf
http://www.asha.org/uploadedFiles/practice/multicultural/EnglishPhonemicInventory.pdf


 
 

42 
 

American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (2013d). Korean phonemic inventory. Retrieved from  

 http://www.asha.org/uploadedFiles/practice/multicultural/KoreanPhonemicInventory.pdf 

American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (2013e). Spanish phonemic inventory. Retrieved from  

 http://www.asha.org/uploadedFiles/practice/multicultural/SpanishPhonemicInventory.pdf 

American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (2013f). Vietnamese phonemic inventory. Retrieved from  

http://www.asha.org/uploadedFiles/practice/multicultural/VietnamesePhonemicInventory.pdf 

Axtell, R. E. (1998). Gestures: The do’s and taboo’s of body language around the world (Rev. ed.). New York, NY: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Bal, B. K. (2007). Structure of Nepali Grammar. Retrieved from  

 http://www.panl10n.net/english/outputs/Working%20Papers/Nepal/Microsoft%20Word%20-%207_E_N_396.pdf 

Barron, S., Okell, J., Yin, S. M., VanBik, K., Swain, A., Larkin, E., Allott, A. J., & Ewers, K. (2007). Refugees from Burma: Their backgrounds  

 and refugee experiences. Washington, DC: Center for Applied Linguistics. 

Bosrock, M. M. (1994). Put your best foot forward: Asia. A fearless guide to international communication and behavior. St. Paul, MN:  

 International Education Systems. 

Center for Applied Linguistics, Language and Orientation Resource Center. (1981). Teaching English to speakers of Vietnamese: Refugee  

 education guide (Series No. 23). Retrieved from http://www.eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED208681.pdf 

Chan, A. Y. W. (2004). Noun phrases in Chinese and English: A study of English structural problems encountered by Chinese ESL students in  

 Hong Kong. Language, Culture and Curriculum, 17, 33-47. doi: 10.1080/07908310408666680 

http://www.asha.org/uploadedFiles/practice/multicultural/KoreanPhonemicInventory.pdf
http://www.asha.org/uploadedFiles/practice/multicultural/SpanishPhonemicInventory.pdf
http://www.asha.org/uploadedFiles/practice/multicultural/VietnamesePhonemicInventory.pdf
http://www.panl10n.net/english/outputs/Working%20Papers/Nepal/Microsoft%20Word%20-%207_E_N_396.pdf
http://www.eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED208681.pdf


 
 

43 
 

Cho, B. –E. (2004). Issues concerning Korean learners of English: English education in Korea and some common difficulties of Korean students.  

The East Asian Learner, 1(2), 31-36. Retrieved from http://www.brookes.ac.uk/schools/education/eal/eal-1-2/vol1-no2-

koreanlearnersofenglish.pdf 

Dalby, A. (2006). Dictionary of languages: A definitive reference to more than 400 languages. London, England: A & C Black. 

Defense Language Institute, Foreign Language Center, Technology Integration Division. (2008). Burmese cultural orientation. Retrieved from  

 http://famdliflc.lingnet.org/products/burmese/by_co/burmese.pdf  

Dicts.info. (2013). English to Somali dictionary. Retrieved from http://www.dicts.info/dictionary.php?l1=English&l2=Somali 

Dicts.info. (2013). English to Vietnamese dictionary. Retrieved from  

 http://www.dicts.info/dictionary.php?l1=English&l2=Vietnamese&word=&Search=Search 

Du Mont, F. M. (1950). French Grammar (2
nd

 ed.). New York, NY: Barnes & Noble, Inc. 

Esdict.com. (2013). English Spanish cognates. Retrieved from http://www.esdict.com/downloads/English%20Spanish%20Cognates.pdf 

Foreign Affairs and International Trade Canada, Centre for Intercultural Learning. (2009). Country insights: Cultural information – Nepal.  

 Retrieved from http://www.intercultures.ca/cil-cai/ci-ic-eng.asp?iso=np 

Gall, T. L. & Hobby, J. (Eds.). (2009). Worldmark encyclopedia of cultures and daily life (2
nd

 ed., Vols. 1-5). Detroit, Michigan: Gale, Cengage  

 Learning. 

Galligan, L. (2001). Possible effects of English-Chinese language differences on the processing of mathematical text: A review. Mathematics  

 Education Research Journal, 13(2), 112-132. Retrieved from http://www.merga.net.au/documents/MERJ_13_2_Galligan.pdf 

http://www.brookes.ac.uk/schools/education/eal/eal-1-2/vol1-no2-koreanlearnersofenglish.pdf
http://www.brookes.ac.uk/schools/education/eal/eal-1-2/vol1-no2-koreanlearnersofenglish.pdf
http://famdliflc.lingnet.org/products/burmese/by_co/burmese.pdf
http://www.dicts.info/dictionary.php?l1=English&l2=Somali
http://www.dicts.info/dictionary.php?l1=English&l2=Vietnamese&word=&Search=Search
http://www.esdict.com/downloads/English%20Spanish%20Cognates.pdf
http://www.intercultures.ca/cil-cai/ci-ic-eng.asp?iso=np
http://www.merga.net.au/documents/MERJ_13_2_Galligan.pdf


 
 

44 
 

Gay, T. O. (2013). Countries and their cultures: Switzerland. Retrieved from http://www.everyculture.com/Sa-Th/Switzerland.html 

Gilmore, D. (1898). The grammar of the Sgaw Karen. Retrieved from http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks09/0900201p.pdf 

Global Security. (2013). Chapter V: Knowledge of Somali customs. Retrieved from  

 http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/library/report/call/call_93-1_chp5.htm 

Greene, J. F., & Eberhardt, N. C. (2009). Contrastive analyses: Students’ first languages with English. In J. Greene (Ed.), Language! Focus on 

English learning: The comprehensive literacy curriculum for English learners (Teacher ed., Book C, Vol. 1, pp. A27-A43). Longmont, 

CO: Sopris West Educational Services. 

Hofstede, G. (2013). National culture: Countries. Retrieved from http://geert-hofstede.com/countries.html 

Hollerbach, W. (1994). The syntax of contemporary French: A pedagogical handbook and reference grammar. Lanham, Maryland: University  

 Press of America, Inc. 

Hopkins, N. S., & Saad, R. (2013). Countries and their cultures: Egypt. Retrieved from http://www.everyculture.com/Cr-Ga/Egypt.html 

Howard, M. C. (2013). Countries and their cultures: Burma. Retrieved from http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-Co/Burma.html 

How to Study Korean. (2013). Lesson 19: Korean Comparatives and Superlatives – 더, 보다, 가장. Retrieved from  

 http://www.howtostudykorean.com/unit1/unit-1-lessons-17-25-2/lesson-19/ 

Jing, L., Tindall, E., & Nisbet, D. (2006). Chinese learners and English plural forms. The Linguistics Journal, 1(3), 127-147. Retrieved from  

 http://www.linguistics-journal.com/November_2006_lj&et&dn.php 

Judson, A. (1883). The grammar of the Burmese language. Rangoon, Burma: American Baptist Mission Press. 

http://www.everyculture.com/Sa-Th/Switzerland.html
http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks09/0900201p.pdf
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/library/report/call/call_93-1_chp5.htm
http://geert-hofstede.com/countries.html
http://www.everyculture.com/Cr-Ga/Egypt.html
http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-Co/Burma.html
http://www.howtostudykorean.com/unit1/unit-1-lessons-17-25-2/lesson-19/
http://www.linguistics-journal.com/November_2006_lj&et&dn.php


 
 

45 
 

Kahin, M. H. (2011). Areas of difficulty for the speakers of Somali in learning English as a foreign language. Retrieved from  

 http://www.awdalpress.com/index/archives/6488 

Khan, I. A. (2011). Role of applied linguistics in the teaching of English in Saudi Arabia. International Journal of English Linguistics 1, 105-114.  

 Retrieved from http://www.ccsenet.org/journal/index.php/ijel/article/view/9764/7033 

Kim, C. (n.d.). Classifiers and plural marking. Retrieved from https://www.msu.edu/~jk13/Abs.KimCH.pdf 

Kwintessential. (2013a). South Korea – language, culture, customs, and etiquette. Retrieved from  

 http://www.kwintessential.co.uk/resources/global-etiquette/south-korea-country-profile.html 

Kwintessential. (2013b). Vietnam – language, culture, customs, and etiquette. Retrieved from  

 http://www.kwintessential.co.uk/resources/global-etiquette/vietnam.html 

Lasserre, D. (2009).  Heritage voices: Language –French. Retrieved from Center for Applied Linguistics, Alliance for the Advancement of  

 Heritage Languages website http://www.cal.org/heritage/pdfs/Heritage-Voice-Language-French.pdf 

Lee, H. –S. (2011). Heritage voices: Language –Korean. Retrieved from Center for Applied Linguistics, Alliance for the Advancement of  

 Heritage Languages website http://www.cal.org/heritage/pdfs/heritage-voice-language-korean.pdf 

Lewis, M. P., Simons, G. F., & Fennig, C. D. (Eds.). (2013). Ethnologue: Languages of the world (17
th

 ed.). Retrieved from  

 http://www.ethnologue.com/ 

Lewis, T., Mooney, J., & Shepodd, G. (2009). Somali Cultural Profile. Retrieved from http://ethnomed.org/culture/somali/somali-cultural-profile 

Linguanaut. (2013). Vietnamese phrases. Retrieved from http://www.linguanaut.com/english_vietnamese.htm 

http://www.awdalpress.com/index/archives/6488
http://www.ccsenet.org/journal/index.php/ijel/article/view/9764/7033
https://www.msu.edu/~jk13/Abs.KimCH.pdf
http://www.kwintessential.co.uk/resources/global-etiquette/south-korea-country-profile.html
http://www.kwintessential.co.uk/resources/global-etiquette/vietnam.html
http://www.cal.org/heritage/pdfs/Heritage-Voice-Language-French.pdf
http://www.cal.org/heritage/pdfs/heritage-voice-language-korean.pdf
http://www.ethnologue.com/
http://ethnomed.org/culture/somali/somali-cultural-profile
http://www.linguanaut.com/english_vietnamese.htm


 
 

46 
 

Maddieson, I. (2013). Chapter 12: Syllable structure.  Retrieved from World Atlas of Language Structures website: http://wals.info/chapter/12 

Malarney, S. K. (2013). Countries and their cultures: Vietnam. Retrieved from http://www.everyculture.com/To-Z/Vietnam.html 

MarkaCadey. (2013). Dictionary English-Somali. Retrieved from http://www.markacadey.net/main/articles.php?cat_id=3 

Marshall, H. I (2009). The Karen people of Burma: A study in anthropology and ethnology. Retrieved from  

 http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks08/0800061h.html#ch05 (Original work published 1922) 

Ngô, B. N. (2001). The Vietnamese language learning framework part one: Linguistics. Journal of Southeast Asian Language Teaching, 10, 1-24.  

 Retrieved from http://www.seasite.niu.edu/jsealt/past%20issues/volume%2010/VN%20LLF%20Part%20I.pdf 

Norman, M. K. (2013). Countries and their cultures: Nepal. Retrieved from http://www.everyculture.com/Ma-Ni/Nepal.html 

Okell, J. (2009). Burmese by ear or essential Myanmar. Retrieved from http://www.soas.ac.uk/bbe/file53735.pdf 

Omniglot. (2013). Useful Vietnamese phrases. Retrieved from http://www.omniglot.com/language/phrases/vietnamese.php 

Pew Hispanic Center. (2011). Statistical portrait of the foreign-born population in the United States, 2011: Country of birth [Table 5]. Retrieved  

 from http://www.pewhispanic.org/2013/01/29/statistical-portrait-of-the-foreign-born-population-in-the-united-states-2011/#1 

Platt, J. (2013). Basic Vietnamese phrases. Retrieved from http://www.vietnamtravel.org/basic-vietnamese-phrases 

Putman, D. B., & Noor, M. C. (1993). The Somalis: Their history and culture. Washington, DC: Center for Applied Linguistics. 

Reed-Danahay, D. (2013). Countries and their cultures: France. Retrieved from http://www.everyculture.com/Cr-Ga/France.html  

Resejournalen. (2006). How to behave in Vietnam. Retrieved from http://www.resejournalen.se/Artikel.aspx?ArtikelId=90 

Ryding, K. C. (2005). A reference grammar of modern standard Arabic. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

http://wals.info/chapter/12
http://www.everyculture.com/To-Z/Vietnam.html
http://www.markacadey.net/main/articles.php?cat_id=3
http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks08/0800061h.html#ch05
http://www.seasite.niu.edu/jsealt/past%20issues/volume%2010/VN%20LLF%20Part%20I.pdf
http://www.everyculture.com/Ma-Ni/Nepal.html
http://www.soas.ac.uk/bbe/file53735.pdf
http://www.omniglot.com/language/phrases/vietnamese.php
http://www.pewhispanic.org/2013/01/29/statistical-portrait-of-the-foreign-born-population-in-the-united-states-2011/#1
http://www.vietnamtravel.org/basic-vietnamese-phrases
http://www.everyculture.com/Cr-Ga/France.html
http://www.resejournalen.se/Artikel.aspx?ArtikelId=90


 
 

47 
 

Saeed, J. (1999). Somali. Amsterdam, the Netherlands: John Benjamin Publishing Co. 

Schmitt, B. H., Pan, Y., & Tavassoli, N. T. (1994). Language and consumer memory: The impact of linguistic differences between Chinese and  

 English. Journal of Consumer Research, 21(3), 419-431. 

Schwartz, T. T. (2013). Countries and their cultures: Haiti. Retrieved from http://www.everyculture.com/Ge-It/Haiti.html 

Shoebottom, P. (2013a). The differences between English and Arabic. Retrieved from http://esl.fis.edu/grammar/langdiff/arabic.htm 

Shoebottom, P. (2013b). The differences between English and Chinese. Retrieved from http://esl.fis.edu/grammar/langdiff/chinese.htm 

Shoebottom, P. (2013c). The differences between English and French. Retrieved from http://esl.fis.edu/grammar/langdiff/french.htm 

Shoebottom, P. (2013d). The differences between English and Korean. Retrieved from http://esl.fis.edu/grammar/langdiff/korean.htm 

Shoebottom, P. (2013e). The differences between English and Spanish. Retrieved from http://esl.fis.edu/grammar/langdiff/spanish.htm 

Shurgin, A. H. (2013). Countries and their cultures: Somalia. Retrieved from http://www.everyculture.com/Sa-Th/Somalia.html 

Soh, C. S. (2013). Countries and their cultures: South Korea. Retrieved from http://www.everyculture.com/Ja-Ma/South-Korea.html 

Somalia Holland Online. (2013). The Somali language. Retrieved from http://somaliaholland.free.fr/somali_language.htm 

Stanford, E. (2013). Countries and their Cultures: China.  Retrieved from http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-Co/China.html 

Swan, M., & Smith, B. (2001). Learner English: A guide to interference and other problems (2nd ed.). Retrieved from  

 http://teachinghouse.com/myteachinghouse-static/course-forms-NuPHEZUsomIchoSyCRu/LearnerEnglish.pdf 

Tran, B. H. (2001). ). The Vietnamese language learning framework part two: Pragmatics and culture. Journal of Southeast Asian Language  

 Teaching, 10, 25-36. Retrieved from http://www.seasite.niu.edu/jsealt/past%20issues/volume%2010/VN%20LLF%20Part%20II.pdf 

http://www.everyculture.com/Ge-It/Haiti.html
http://esl.fis.edu/grammar/langdiff/arabic.htm
http://esl.fis.edu/grammar/langdiff/chinese.htm
http://esl.fis.edu/grammar/langdiff/french.htm
http://esl.fis.edu/grammar/langdiff/korean.htm
http://esl.fis.edu/grammar/langdiff/spanish.htm
http://www.everyculture.com/Sa-Th/Somalia.html
http://www.everyculture.com/Ja-Ma/South-Korea.html
http://somaliaholland.free.fr/somali_language.htm
http://www.everyculture.com/Bo-Co/China.html
http://teachinghouse.com/myteachinghouse-static/course-forms-NuPHEZUsomIchoSyCRu/LearnerEnglish.pdf
http://www.seasite.niu.edu/jsealt/past%20issues/volume%2010/VN%20LLF%20Part%20II.pdf


 
 

48 
 

UCLA, Language Materials Project. (2013). Burmese. Retrieved from http://www.lmp.ucla.edu/Profile.aspx?LangID=72&menu=004 

Vdict. (2013). English-Vietnamese dictionary. Retrieved from http://vdict.com/ 

VisitNepal. (2013). Do’s and don’ts in Nepal. Retrieved from http://www.visitnepal.com/travelers_guide/sensitive_traveler.htm 

World Trade Press. (2010). Myanmar society and culture complete report [ebrary reader version]. Retrieved from  

 http://site.ebrary.com/lib/fredonia/docDetail.action?docID=10388975 (Login required) 

World Trade Press. (2010). Somalia society and culture complete report [ebrary reader version]. Retrieved from  

 http://site.ebrary.com/lib/fredonia/docDetail.action?docID=10389253 (Login required) 

Yadava, Y. P., Hardie, A., Lohani, R. R., Regmi, B. N., Gurung, S., Gurung, A., …Hall, P. (2008). Construction and annotation of a corpus of  

 contemporary Nepali. Corpora, 3(2), 213-225. doi: 10.3366/E1749503208000166 

Youngblood-Coleman, D. (2013). Country Reviews (Electronic Version). Retrieved from  

 http://www.countrywatch.com.dbsearch.fredonia.edu:2048/intro.aspx (Login required) 

Zlotchew, C. M. (2007). Spanish at your fingertips. New York, NY: Alpha. 

http://www.lmp.ucla.edu/Profile.aspx?LangID=72&menu=004
http://vdict.com/
http://www.visitnepal.com/travelers_guide/sensitive_traveler.htm
http://site.ebrary.com/lib/fredonia/docDetail.action?docID=10388975
http://site.ebrary.com/lib/fredonia/docDetail.action?docID=10389253
http://www.countrywatch.com.dbsearch.fredonia.edu:2048/intro.aspx


INCREASING TEACHERS’ KNOWLEDGE  48 
 

 

Discussion 

 The purpose of this project was to create a flip chart that can be used as a resource by 

teachers who work with ELLs, in order for these teachers to have a better understanding of the 

linguistic and cultural backgrounds of their students.  The original design was to include 

elements of phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics for ten of the most-spoken languages 

by ELLs in Western New York and the United States.  It was also to include cultural differences 

in the pragmatics of interactions in the cultures of the ten languages.  The flip chart created met 

the original design in what was included.  In fact, more information on the cultures was included 

than originally was planned.  The original template was for each language to cover two pages: 

one for the linguistic elements, and one for the cultural information.  The template for the flip 

chart was modified continually when it was discovered that the information would not fit into the 

original template, and it was modified as a way to make it more visually appealing.  The final 

result had two pages for the linguistic elements, one page for the cultural information, and a final 

page for a map of the countries that speak each language.  

As many of the countries are lesser-known countries, it was decided that it would be 

beneficial to include a map of their locations.  Several methods were used in order to indicate 

which countries on the map spoke the particular language listed.  If there were only a few 

countries who spoke the language, yet many countries were shown on the map, then each 

country that spoke the language was underlined.  In contrast, if most of the countries on the map 

spoke the language, then the countries that did not speak the language were crossed off.  Finally, 

if the only countries shown were those that spoke the language, or it appeared obvious which 

countries spoke the language, than none were underlined or crossed off. 
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Adaptations to the Linguistics’ Section 

In order to maintain the validity of the flip chart, the data was triangulated through a 

minimum of three sources.  Occasionally, the literature did not always agree on every linguistic 

feature of the languages.  As a result, when it was determined that there was too little agreement 

on a particular feature, it was not included in the flip chart.  Therefore, some sections of the flip 

chart on the linguistics of each language did not encompass all of the traits examined.  Stress 

pattern and articles were not included for Burmese, and silent letters were not included for 

Vietnamese.  Many of the sources did not agree on all of the consonant and vowel sounds that a 

language did or did not have.  The sources also used different phonemic representations for the 

sounds, and many did not match the IPA representation of the sounds.  If English words were 

given as examples of the sounds in the words, then these were examined to determine an IPA 

counterpart.  However, some sources did not give an English word as an example of the sounds 

that were in particular alphabets.  Thus, only the sounds that could be determined to be 

equivalent to IPA sounds were included, as well as only the sounds that were agreed upon by the 

minimum of three sources.  This may have caused some of the sections on missing consonant 

sounds or vowels to appear limited; yet this was a more desirable outcome than to include 

information that may not have been correct.   

Originally, the only information on stress pattern to be included was whether a language 

was stress-timed or syllable-timed.  However, after researching it was decided that more 

specifics of the stress pattern would be beneficial to include, as well.  Thus, some languages may 

include the difficulties that speakers may have with English stress pattern, and others may 

include the specifics of which syllables receive the stress.  Likewise, while researching whether 

languages were tonal or not, it was decided that intonation was also an important aspect of 
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languages, as it is a similar aspect to tone yet typically used in different ways.  Therefore, 

intonation was included within the tonal section of some languages when it was decided to be an 

important difference in comparison to English intonation. 

Cognates and false cognates were only included for French and Spanish, as these were 

the only languages that were in the same language family as English.  Similarly, the vocabulary 

for family members was only included for those languages that were derived from the Latin 

alphabet, as the other languages have alphabets that would be incomprehensible to English-

speaking people.  Thus, family member vocabulary was included for French, Somali, Spanish, 

and Vietnamese.  Basic expressions and some vocabulary were included for Somali and 

Vietnamese because these languages should still be readable by English-speaking people, but 

they do not have cognates with English.  Thus it was logical to provide another type of 

vocabulary to be used as a resource by teachers.  One last addition was family member 

vocabulary or kinship terms and the numbers from one through twenty for Burmese and Karen.  

These were included through the use of a Romanized version of the words. 

Adaptations to the Cultural Pragmatics’ Section 

As the cultural information on greetings, eye contact, and touch was being collected, 

some other differences were found that were mentioned often in the research, thus it was decided 

to include these for some of the languages as well.  These differences dealt with beckoning 

someone, pointing, personal space, and gift giving.  It was found that if teachers beckoned 

someone or pointed at someone the way that these are performed in America, it may be offensive 

to the students because of the rudeness of the American gestures in their cultures.  For example, 

in some of the countries, beckoning someone with just the index finger or by waving the hand in 

at oneself is only used to beckon dogs (Axtell, 1998; Bosrock, 1994).  Thus, this would be 
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offensive to students from these cultures.  It was also found that in most of the cultures, personal 

space is much smaller than in America (Axtell, 1998; Bosrock, 1994; Youngblood-Coleman, 

2013).  This was important to include because teachers and others need to be aware that it could 

be considered offensive or insulting if they were to back away from someone that they felt was 

standing to close.  Gift giving was found to be a very important part of most of the cultures, and 

there were specifics that would be important for American teachers to be aware of if they were to 

go to their students’ homes or if they hand out prizes in class.  They specifically need to be aware 

of their students’ religions; Muslims do not eat pork, Hindus do not eat beef, and many 

Buddhists do not eat any meat (Axtell, 1998; Bosrock, 1994; Gall & Hobby, 2009; Youngblood-

Coleman, 2013).  Therefore, a gift or prize that is made from these types of meat, such as a ball 

made from leather, would be highly offensive (Gall & Hobby, 2009; Youngblood-Coleman, 

2013).  To Hindus, a gift in the shape of a cow would be offensive, as well.  Table manners was 

the last cultural difference that was added.  It was included for French and Spanish, as it seemed 

particularly important to the French and Spanish cultures. 

The information found for the Additional Interesting Differences category dealt mostly 

with cultural differences because of Religion.  For example, the different meats that Muslims, 

Buddhists, or Hindus cannot eat, or how the women are required to dress because of their 

religion.  The observance of Ramadan was included for those cultures that are predominantly 

Muslim.  Muslims are required to fast from sunrise to sunset for the entire month of Ramadan 

(Gall & Hobby, 2009; Youngblood-Coleman, 2013).  Students who are observing Ramadan may 

have a lack of energy during the day.  Teachers need to be mindful that it would be more 

appropriate for these students to go to a different room at lunch time, and that they might not be 

able to fully participate in their physical education classes.  The concept of saving face was 
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found to be very important to the Chinese, Koreans, and the Vietnamese (Gall & Hobby, 2009; 

Stanford, 2013; Youngblood-Coleman, 2013).  This was included so that teachers can understand 

that embarrassing students or correcting them in front of the rest of the class is not appropriate in 

these cultures, as it causes them to lose face.  People in these cultures strive to maintain face and 

not to cause anyone else to lose it.  They may say yes to a request or question even when they 

cannot fulfill it or answer it, because they feel that it would be rude to say no (Gall & Hobby, 

2009; Stanford, 2013; Youngblood-Coleman, 2013).  It was decided that these were very 

important things for teachers to know. 

Limitations of this Project 

 There are a few limitations to this project.  The flip chart contains only ten of the more 

than 150 languages spoken by ELLs in the United States today.  Thus it cannot be used by a 

teacher who is working with a student who does not speak one of the languages included.  Future 

research should be conducted on the other languages spoken by ELLs in the United States.  The 

flip chart is also limited in how much information it provides.  It is not possible to give a fully 

comprehensive view of each language in a flip chart; this could only be done through a book on 

each language.  Some information also had to be omitted as a result of disagreement between 

sources.  The time constraint of this project limited how much information could be included in 

the flip chart, as well.  If anything about this project could have been different, it would be the 

time available to complete it.  With more time, a more thorough portrayal of the languages could 

have been made. 

Conclusion 

 It is the hope that this flip chart will be published in the future.  Thus it can be used by 

any teacher who has the desire to use it as a resource in his or her classroom.  It should be a 
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valuable resource to help bridge the gap between the linguistic and cultural backgrounds of 

teachers and their ELLs.  Hopefully, after gaining knowledge of the students’ languages and 

home cultures from this flip chart, teachers will have a better understanding of their ELLs, and 

therefore will be able to be more strategic in their lesson planning.  The overall desired outcome 

is that ELLs would have more success in school.  This flip chart may be the first step in helping 

this become a reality.  
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Appendix 

Page 1 

 Name of the language 

 Names of the countries that speak this language 

 Language family 

 Name of or type of writing style, and an example 

 Linguistic differences and similarities 

o Phonology 

o Morphology 

o Syntax 

o Semantics 

Page 2 

 Individualistic or Collectivistic society 

 Pragmatics (Culture) 

o Greetings 

o Eye Contact 

o Touching 

 Cultural taboos 

 Additional interesting differences 

 

 


