
ESL SUGGESTIONS FOR                          
INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS

Use this sheet to help you:

•	 Explore	options	that	can	help	improve	your	English	language	skills

S

5 minute self test

This helpsheet describes a range of ways you can improve your English 
speaking, listening, reading and writing skills.  Before you read on, look at 
the suggestions below and tick those you are already doing. 
	
•	 Immerse	yourself	into	communities	that	use	English
•	 Attend	classes	to	improve	your	English	language	skills
•	 Listen	to	the	radio	—	including	news	and	current	affairs	radio
•	 Watch	a	variety	of	television	programs
•	 Join	a	club	or	society	on	campus
•	 Invest	in	a	good	grammar	book	and	a	good	dictionary
•	 Keep	a	glossary	of	new	terms
•	 Subscribe	to	an	Australian	newspaper

If you haven’t ticked all or most of these, there is much more you could be 
doing to build your English language skills.  Read on.

Authors:	Davies,	W.	M.,	Beaumont,	T.	J.

Some,	or	all	of	the	material	in	this	helpsheet,	
appear	in:	Martin	Davies	(2011),	Study	Skills	for	
International	Postgraduate	Students.	Basingstoke,	
UK.:		Palgrave,	MacMillan.	ISBN:	140	399	580	X.
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GENERAL ADVICE

Why learn English?
It	might	seem	strange	to	even	ask	this	question	as	everyone	understands	that	English	is	
important.	But	it	is	often	not	recognised	how	important	it	is.

•	 While	English	is	not	the	world’s	most	widely	spoken	language	(Mandarin	Chinese	is)	it	is	
the	most	widely	distributed	language.	Most	people	in	the	world	use	English	as	a	second	
language.	For	many	developed	countries	it	is	the	only	language	or	the	only	official	
language.

•	 How	English	is	used	is	critical	to	its	importance.	It	is	the	language	of	science,	medicine,	
business,	technology,	industry,	law,	politics	and	government,	international	relations,	
maritime	and	air-traffic	control,	the	internet	and	e-commerce,	news,	the	professions,	as	
well	as	entertainment	and	popular	culture.	It	is	also	the	language	of	travel.	Know	English	
and	you	can	go anywhere and work anywhere	(Kitao,	1996).	Without	good	English,	your	
employment	opportunities	are	seriously	limited.	With	good	English	you	literally	have	
the	world	at	your	feet!	With	excellent	English	you	are	a	truely global citizen!	Therefore,	
you	have	plenty	of	incentive	to	improve.	Your	future	depends	on	it.

Don’t Say You Were Not Warned!

The	importance	of	English	for	future	employment	cannot	be	overstated.	In	a	recent	
survey	of	employers	by	Graduate	Careers	Australia	(2006),	interpersonal and 
communications skills (written, oral, listening)	were	ranked	far	above	“qualifications”	
and	“previous	employment”	as	the most important selection criteria when	hiring	
graduates	(57.5%,	35.4%	and	27.6%	respectively).	Similarly,	employers	regarded	“the	least	
desirable	characteristics”	when	recruiting	graduates	to	be	lack	of	communication	skills	
(written,	oral,	listening)	at	first	place	in	a	list	of	10	characteristics	(40.2%).	Poor	academic	
qualifications	were	only	ranked	fifth	in	a	list	of	10	least	desirable	characteristics	(15%).	
(See:	Graduate	Careers	Australia,	‘Graduate	Outlook	2006’).

A	2005	report	by	CPA	Australia,	the	main	professional	Accountancy	body,	noted	that	
poor English was	a	reason	for	not	employing	graduates.	(See	“Employers	are	reluctant	
to	take	on	accountants	from	non-English	speaking	countries”,	2005).	In	other	words,	
employers	prefer	an	employee	who	can	communicate	well	(in	English)	over	a	highly	
qualified	employee.	Who	can	blame	them?	If	you	were	a	local	employer,	wouldn’t	you	
think	the	same?

The	main	message	from	all	this	is	the	following:	Your	aim	as	a	student	in	Australia	is	to	
develop	your	English	language	skills	as	much	as	it	is	to	gain	a	professional	qualification.	
Therefore,	treat	English	language	learning	as	another subject you have to study!

We	cannot	help	you	improve	your	English	by	giving	you	a	magical	pill!	Improvement	
involves	hard	work	and	deliberate effort	on	your	part.	Improving	your	English	should	
be	a	central	part	of	your	studies	while	in	Australia.	Indeed,	it	could	be	argued	that	
improving	your	English	is	more	important	than	learning	your	subject	content	(which	
these	days	is	subject	to	constant	change).
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The	most	successful	way	to	learn	a	language	is	to	immerse yourself into the language 
community.	Human	beings	are	language-using	animals.	We	have	to	learn	language.	Our	
brains	are	“wired”	for	it.	But	we	need	exposure	to	language	in	order	for	it	to	happen.	The	
more	exposure;	the	faster	you	learn.	It’s	as	simple	as	that.

My	young	son	does	not	need	dictionaries,	the	internet	or	books	with	grammar	exercises.	He	
surrounds	himself	with	English	and	he	is	NOT	afraid	of	making	mistakes.	He	just	speaks,	
listens	and	gets	corrected.	He	learns	astonishingly	fast.	In	fact,	his	oral	English	was,	at	
the	age	of	five,	better	than	the	English	of	most	postgraduate	students	here	in	the	Faculty!	
His	way	of	learning	English—and	the	way	we	learnt	our	native	language	when	we	were	
children—is	by	means	of	“play”	(having	fun	with	the	language	by	using	it).	The	best	way	of	
improving	your	English	is	to	simulate these conditions.	You	won’t	improve	as	fast	as	a	four	
or	five-year	old,	but	you	will	improve.	

The	fact	that	you	are	now	in	an	English-speaking	country	means	that	you	should	be	able	
to	regularly	put	yourself	in	situations	where	you	have	to	use	English.	If	you	don’t	do	this,	it	
means	you	are	wasting	a	very	valuable	opportunity.

If	that	does	not	motivate	you,	think	of	the	following:		The	best	way	to	learn	a	language	is	to	
be	in	the	language	community	where	it	is	being	used.	How	many	million	people	from	your	
home	country	would	like	that	opportunity? You HAVE that opportunity right NOW. TAKE IT.

Keep a glossary/dictionary: 

Expanding	your	vocabulary	is	critical.	Put	a	small	pad	in	your	pocket.	Every	time	you	hear	
a	new	word	or	phrase,	write	it	down.	Look	it	up	later,	or	ask	a	native	speaker.	This	should	
be	a	daily	activity	lasting	a	life-time.	English	has	a	vast	and	complex	vocabulary	(the	longer	
Oxford	Dictionary	runs	to	20	volumes!)	and	you	can	never	have	enough	words	and	phrases	
at	your	disposal	(native	speakers	always	have	a	dictionary	nearby).	English	is	also	a	“vacuum	
cleaner”	language,	sucking	in	words	and	phrases	from	many	other	languages	(see	the	video:	
The	Adventure	of	English).	You	are	responsible	for	your	own	learning	of	this	important	
language.	It	should	be	key	priority	for	you	for	the	rest	of	your	life.

NB: Your English will not improve unless you USE the language.

This	means:
•	 Regular	exposure	over	a	long	period
•	 Dedicated	practise	and	improvement	(deliberate	effort	in	fixing	your	mistakes	and	

developing	your	vocabulary)
•	 Making	an	effort	to	always	“go	higher”	than	your	current	ability.	Read	newspapers	

that	you	find	hard	(not	easy),	talk	to	people	who	are	better	in	English	than	you	
(nationality	is	irrelevant,	though	obviously	a	native	speaker	is	best	of	all).

•	 Avoiding	sustained	use	of	your	native	language.	This	can	interfere	with	and	slow	
down	the	process	of	learning	the	target	language.	If	you	spend	all	your	nights	and	
weekends	speaking	your	native	language,	it	makes	it	harder	to	learn	English.	One 
step forward, three steps backward!
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WEBLINKS

The	internet	is	a	great	resource	for	learning	English.	There	are	thousands	of	useful	sites.	The	
following	links	have	a	variety	of	web-based	resources	for	ESL	learning	(some	are	better	than	
others).	There	are	thousands	of	other	useful	websites:	type	in	“Advanced	ESL”.

•	 The	University	of	Michigan	English	language	Institute	(a	VAST	resource	of	relevant	
links):		http://sitemaker.umich.edu/eli.resources/home

•	 Purdue	University’s	On	Line	Writing	Lab	(OWL)	http://owl.english.purdue.edu/
•	 Also	see:	“Common	Errors	in	English”:	http://public.wsu/edu/~brians/errors.html
•	 EnglishPage.com	for	advanced	exercises	http://www.englishpage.com/
•	 Advanced	Composition	for	ESL	students:	http://eslbee.com/

All international students have problems with articles: “the”, “a”, “an”.	See	the	following	site	
for	practice	exercises	http://www.englishpage.com/articles/index.htm/	

Classes:

•	 The	University	of	Melbourne’s	Academic	Skills	Unit	(ASU)	offers	free	short	courses	in	
listening,	speaking,	writing,	grammar	and	reading.	They	also	have	a	drop	in	serivce	at	
the	Giblin	Eunson	Library,	no	appointment	needed	
	 http://services.unimelb.edu.au/academicskills.

•	 	The	Council	of	Adult	Education	offers	ESL	classes	(for	a	fee):		
http://www.cae.edu.au/web/?category=397.

•	 The	Melbourne	School	of	Graduate	Research	offers	a	free	short	course	to	help	you	
develop	your	written	and	spoken	academic	communication	skills.		
http://gradresearch.unimelb.edu.au/programs/upskills/thesis_writing.html#ESL	

LISTENING:

Radio
The	Australian	Broadcasting	Corporation	(ABC)	http://www.abc.net.au	has	useful	radio	
stations	to	practice	your	listening.	Radio	is	better	practice	than	the	TV	as	you	really	have	to	
listen.	It	is	good	for	a	variety	of	accents	too.	The	content	might	seem	fast	and	difficult	at	first,	
but	let	the	language	wash	over	you.	Tape	programs,	take	notes	and	play	them	back.	In	a	few	
days	you	will	understand	more	than	when	you	started.	Listen	to	these	stations	on	the	bus,	
in	bed—any	time	you	have	a	spare	moment.	The	ABC	now	podcasts	many	of	its	programs	in	
mp3	format	(including	current	affairs	and	news).	This	is	very	useful	as	you	can	listen	when	
it	is	convenient	for	you.	For	details,	see:	http://www.abc.net.au/services/podcasting/

We	recommend	the	following	radio	stations.	(AM	Band	only):
•	 621 (Radio National—Australia wide):	Very	varied:	Music,	Politics,	Religion,	History,	

Philosophy,	Cooking,	Law,		Education,	Science,	IT.	etc.	

library.unimelb.edu.au/libraries/bee
http://sitemaker.umich.edu/eli.resources/home
http://owl.english.purdue.edu
http://public.wsu/edu/~brians/errors.html
EnglishPage.com
http://www.englishpage.com
http://eslbee.com
http://www.englishpage.com/articles/index.htm
http://services.unimelb.edu.au/academicskills
http://www.cae.edu.au/web/?category=397.
http://gradresearch.unimelb.edu.au/programs/upskills/thesis_writing.html
http://www.abc.net.au
http://www.abc.net.au/services/podcasting


ESL SUGGESTIONS

library.unimelb.edu.au/libraries/bee

S

Page	4

•	 774 (Victorian ABC):	Local	issues	and	concerns
•	 864 RPH Radio	for	the	print	handicapped	http://www.rph.org.au/development.html	has	

programs	where	they	read	the	newspapers	for	blind	people.	Useful	for	you	too.
•	 1026 Newsradio.	Constant	news	service.

Note	that	Melbourne	University	has	a	system	called	Lecture	Capture	(foremly	called	
Lectopia).	Some	lectures	are	routinely	taped	and	available	online	(not	all	subjects	however).	
You	can	practice	your	listening	on	some	interesting	general	topics	at	the	Asia	Centre,	for	
example,	here:	http://www.asialink.unimelb.edu.au

	Once	again,	take	notes	and	replay	for	listening	practice.

Television

Of	course	TV	is	good	listening	practice	too.	The	ABC	channel	(Channel	2)	is	BY	FAR	the	best	
for	current	affairs	(Watch:	The	7.30	Report,	Four	Corners,	Lateline).	Mediawatch	is	good	for	
independent	critical	assessment	of	the	media	itself.		The	ABC	has	recently	launced	another	
channel:	ABC	24	Sunday	(Channel	9)	is	not	bad.	For	ABC	programming—both	TV	and	Radio:

•	 See:	Australian	Broadcasting	Corporation:	http://www.abc.net.au
•	 The	SBS	(Special	Broadcasting	Service)	(Channel	0)	is	also	excellent,	broadcasting	in	68	

languages.	The	6pm	and	9.30pm	news	service	is	very	good:	http://www.sbs.com.au/
•	 In	addition,	we		recommend	the	cheapest	cinema	in	town:	Waverley	Cinema	(as	cheap	

as	$8.00	a	movie!).	http://www.waverleycinema.com/
•	 Cinema	Nova	has	cheap	movies	too:	http://www.cinemanova.com.au/

SPEAKING:

In	general:	surround	yourself	with	English,	speak	up	and	don’t	be	afraid	of	making	a	
mistake.	Children	learn	language	remarkably	fast	partly	due	to	their	willingness	to	engage	
in	conversation	without	the	anxiety	of	making	errors.	Errors are essential to learning. 
Communication is also more than “accuracy”.	To	learn	fast:	pretend	you	are	a	child	again	
and	just	talk!

Meet	people:

•	 Join	a	Club	or	Society	on	Campus:	http://www.union.unimelb.edu.au/jump-in/clubs/	
(if	you	don’t	like	any	of	the	ones	on	offer,	start	your	own	club!)	NOTE:	It’s	best	if	you	
join	by yourself.	You	will	make	friends	quicker.	Native	speakers	often	avoid	groups	of	
international	students	because	we	think	you	want	to	be	with	your	friends!

•	 Attend	the	“Compatriot	Lunches”	(watch	your	email	for	notices	from	International	
Student	Services).

•	 Also	see	the	Academic	Skills	Unit	classes	on	conversation	and	fluency.	Join	the	public	
speaking	societies	such	as	Toastmasters:	http://www.toastmasters.org/	(limit	to	
Australia,	Victoria	and	Melbourne)	or	Rostrum:	http://www.rostrum.com.au/vic

•	 The Let’s Talk! Conversation Group	is	a	university-wide	place	for	International	students	
to	practice	speaking	English,	and	meet	new	people.			
http://letstalkbysalp.wordpress.com/
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WRITING and READING:

Spending	your	time	doing	grammar	exercises	is	of	limited	value	when	you	are	
surrounded	by	English.	It’s	better	to	engage	in	the	language	by	using	it.	(This	is	called	the	
“communicative	approach	to	language	learning”).	Nonetheless,	you	may	be	very	weak	in	
some	aspects	of	grammar	and	would	like	to	purchase	a	grammar	book	for	exercises.	Here	
are	some	ESL-dedicated	bookshops	in	Melbourne.

•	 Bookery	348	Drummond	St	Carlton	3053		PH:	9347	7857	
http://www.bookeryeducation.com.au/

•	 T.E.S.L.	BOOKS	19-21	Claremont	Ave	Malvern	3144	PH:	9500	8933		
Email	teslbooks@ozemail.com.au	
http://www.teslbooks.com/	
They	have	resources	on	any	aspect	of	ESL.

We	recommend	these	texts	for	grammar:	Raymond	Murphy,	Advanced	English	Grammar	
in	use	and	Michael	Vince:	First	Certificate	Language	Practice.	For	essay	writing	and	
composition	we	recommend,	Oshima	and	Hogue’s,	Introduction	to	Academic	Writing	and	
Writing	Academic	English.

Typical	grammar	problems	all	international	students	have	are	the	following:	ARTICLES,	
PREPOSITIONAL	PHRASES,	TENSES,	VERB	FORM,	SENTENCE	STRUCTURE,	NOUN-VERB	
AGREEMENT.	Do	some	practice	now	and	avoid	problems	later.	Note: your grades WILL be 
influenced by grammar mistakes.

NEWSPAPERS

It	is	arguable	whether	there	is	much	difference	in	the	quality	of	Australian	Newspapers.	
In	my	opinion	The	Australian	has	a	better	standard	of	journalism	and	longer	and	more	
challenging	articles	(in	terms	of	language	used).	The	Herald-Sun	has	a	lower	standard	of	
English:	http://www.heraldsun.com.au.	As	postgraduates	you	should	be	reading	better	
(more	challenging)	material	than	this.	The	free	“newspaper”	MX	contains	a	lot	of	rubbish.	I	
am	not	saying	don’t	read	it,	but	it	won’t	help	your	English	much.	(Indeed	it	may	influence	
you	to	use	lots	of	informal	or	colloquial	English	which	is	not used in	professional	or	
academic	writing	and	speaking).	The	other	free	paper	Epoch	Times	is	marginally	better:	
http://www.theepochtimes.com

NOTE:	The	worst	thing	you	can	do	while	in	Australia	for	a	short	time	is	to	speak	your	
own	language	every	day.	Students	who	do	this	often	regret	that	they	did	not	make	use	of	
the	opportunities	available	to	them	while	they	were	in	an	English-speaking	country.	The	
best	thing	you	can	do	is:	make	Australian	friends,	live	with	an	Australian	family,	etc.	Your 
time here will pass very quickly.	Make	use	of	it	to	improve	your	spoken	English.	This	is	
critical	for	your	future	career	prospects.	

If	you	cannot	live	with	a	homestay	family	(or	with	native	speakers)	at	least	force	yourself	
to	have	“English	time”	everyday	with	your	house	mates.	

Again,	to	really	improve	you	need	to	communicate	with	someone	better	at	English	than	
you	(they	don’t	have	to	be	native	speakers,	although	obviously	it	helps	if	they	are).	If	you	
are	always	speaking	English	with	people	of	the	same	language	level	you	will	not	improve	
as	fast	(indeed,	you	may	reinforce	each	others’	errors.)
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The	Australian	Financial	Review	is	good	for	better	quality	articles	and	finance-related	
language:	http://afr.com/	.	Business	Review	Weekly	is	also	commerce-related	but	not	as	
good:	http://www.brw.com.au/

The	major	Australian	papers:

•	 The	Age:	http://www.theage.com.au/

•	 The	Sydney	Morning	Herald:	http://www.smh.com.au/

•	 The	Australian:	http://www.theaustralian.com.au/	(See	Wednesday’s	issue		 	
	 for	the	Higher	Education	Supplement—	issues	concerning	education,	students	and		
	 universities).

It	is	better	to	read	the	hard	copy	of	the	newspaper	as	the	internet	versions	of	articles	are	
often	shorter	and	less	detailed.	Newspapers	have	a	political	bias	of	course	(you	can	judge	
this	for	yourself).
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