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Oh, the rare happiness of comprehending every single word that is said, and knowing that every word one says in return will be understood as well.

—Mark Twain

The Innocents Abroad
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INTRODUCTION

Imagine this scene: You work at the reception desk in an office that offers free prenatal care to low-income pregnant women. Mrs. Garcia has come in this morning to register for the office’s service, and you speak to her as follows:








	You:

	Good morning, Mrs. Garcia. What brings you here today?




	Mrs. Garcia:

	Excuse me?




	You:

	How can I help you?




	Mrs. Garcia:

	I need your service.




	You:

	Of course. Here are some forms for you to fill out. We’ll also need to verify your income.




	Mrs. Garcia:

	Yes.




	You:

	The doctor’s running behind this morning, but I’ll try to squeeze you in. Sorry for all the red tape, but you’ll get through it. Just bring the forms back to me when you’re finished.




	Mrs. Garcia:

	Yes.




	You:

	Do you have any questions?




	Mrs. Garcia:

	No. Thank you.






In this brief exchange, you have made a total of 12 “mistakes,” 12 things you said that Mrs. Garcia might not have understood.

Here’s another scene: You work at the circulation desk of the local library and Mrs. Tran has come in to apply for a library card, with her two children:








	Mrs. Tran:

	I would like to apply for a library card.




	You:

	Of course. Do you reside in the county?




	Mrs. Tran:

	Which side of the county?




	You:

	I mean. Where is your residence?




	Mrs. Tran:

	Yes, we are residents.




	You:

	Where is your house?




	Mrs. Tran:

	Oh, I see. In Rosslyn.




	You:

	Fine. Here is an application form. Please complete it and bring it back to me.






LATER …








	Mrs. Tran:

	Here is my application.




	You:

	Thank you. Did you want this application to also cover your kids?




	Mrs. Tran:

	My kids?




	You:

	Yes. Your children?




	Mrs. Tran:

	Yes, please.




	You:

	You can borrow up to six books at once and two DVDs and hold on to them for three weeks.




	Mrs. Tran:

	Thank you.




	You:

	But if the books are late, there will be a fine.




	Mrs. Tran:

	It’s fine if the books are late?




	You:

	No. You will have to pay. But if we are closed when you come back, there is always the book drop outside.




	Mrs. Tran:

	We can drop the books outside?






Depending on how you count them, there are as many as eight possible “difficulties” for Mrs. Tran in this exchange.

Here’s a scene in a restaurant where a limited-English couple is being waited on by their friendly server Jason. How many “difficult” things does Jason say?








	Jason:

	Good evening. My name is Jason. I’ll be your server this evening. What can I start you off with?




	Patrons:

	Excuse me?




	Jason:

	Can I get you something to drink?




	Patrons:

	Oh, yes. We’d like. …




	Jason:

	Sure. Let me grab those for you while you look over the menu.






LATER …








	Jason:

	So, here are your drinks. We have several specials tonight. Can I go over them for you?




	Patrons:

	Yes, it’s a very special night.




	Jason:

	No, I mean some dishes that are not on the menu.




	Patrons:

	Oh, then we can’t have those tonight?




	Jason:

	No, I mean they’re not written on the menu.




	Patrons:

	Oh, of course.






(JASON DESCRIBES THE SPECIALS.)








	Jason:

	I’ll give you a few minutes.






LATER …








	Jason:

	So, have we made up our minds?




	Patrons:

	Excuse me?




	Jason:

	I mean can I take your orders?




	Patrons:

	Our orders?






If you’re a typical native speaker of English, you probably won’t be able to identify many of the “mistakes” the speakers made in these three scenes. If that is true, and if you also work in a public-facing job, then there’s a very good chance you could make mistakes just like these on a regular basis, not to mention numerous others we will describe in these pages.

Granted, these aren’t mistakes in the sense of incorrect or ungrammatical English. They are mistakes, rather, in the sense that Mrs. Garcia, Mrs. Tran, and our restaurant couple will not understand what you/Jason are telling them, and they may not be able to complete their business with you today. And you will not have succeeded in doing your job.

If all that is okay with you, then you’ve picked up the wrong book. If, on the other hand, you’d like to know more about what happened in these three encounters and how you can keep from making these and similar mistakes yourself, get a cup of tea, find a comfortable chair, and read on.

How Do I Know if I Need This Book? Take the Test!

If you work in a public-facing job, a job that involves regular interaction with the general public, and if a good number of the members of the public you deal with don’t speak English well, then you’re a good candidate for this book. The other criterion would be how aware you are of the most common mistakes people like you make when they speak English to people with limited English. To help you find out how aware you are, we’ve put together a little test which you will find in Appendix B. If you take that test right now, you’ll know very soon whether you need to keep reading.

I’d Like to Help But …

Like most readers, you are probably well intentioned. You are sympathetic to the challenges limited-English speakers face or you would not have picked up a book with this title and subtitle, and you would like to learn how you can help. You’re just not sure you’re motivated enough or have enough time to read a whole book on the subject.

That’s a very legitimate concern—and the reason this book has deliberately been kept to just over 148 pages, not including the appendixes. It shouldn’t take you more than three or four hours to read, and less time if you choose to read certain chapters and not others. Think of it this way: most meetings you go to last for at least an hour, sometimes 90 minutes. In the time it takes you to attend three or four meetings, you could finish this book.

Origins

This book grew out of a 90-minute segment on language I used to do as part of a one-day workshop on cultural differences for county government employees in the United States, specifically in the Washington, DC area. The language segment focused on common mistakes native speakers make when talking to limited-English speakers and offered advice on how participants could improve these interactions. At the end of these workshops, I’d always ask participants to name one thing they learned that day that was especially helpful, their key takeaway (as training types call it). Much to my surprise (and chagrin), many participants completely overlooked the wonderful activities about cultural differences I had presented (my specialty) and said the segment on language helped them the most.

That hurt, naturally—I am much more of a culture guy than a language guy—but I came to understand why. It wasn’t that participants didn’t find the cultural activities helpful or memorable (most participants, anyway), but that the language segment was so immediate, so real for them; they instantly identified with the mistakes I was pointing out, and they were practically desperate for my suggestions. Their reactions were so striking that I realized clearly this is a big, unfilled need. And I wondered if I could fill it.

Whether or not I have, readers will know soon enough if their conversations with limited-English speakers start to improve.




PART 1

A FEW
FUNDAMENTALS

The meat of this book, the reason you probably picked it up in the first place, is in Part 2—especially Chapters 4–9—where we offer 50 pieces of very practical advice on how to talk to speakers of limited English, as promised in the subtitle. And you are, of course, free to skip to Part 2 and start reading.

But we hope you’ll take the time and read these three early chapters. While Part 2 can certainly stand on its own, all the advice you’ll find there will make much more sense if you understand what’s behind it, the specific challenges people with limited English face, and how the suggestions in these pages can help them. Once you understand the factors that are driving this advice, you will be much more motivated to start applying it.

Here in Part 1, then, we offer a detailed analysis of what often occurs during a typical exchange between native and limited-English speakers (Chapter 1), a profile of the mindset and everyday reality of many immigrants (Chapter 2), and a polite debunking of the common misconceptions about speaking to people with limited English (Chapter 3). With all this as background, Part 2 will come alive for you.

Meanwhile, if you’re wondering what all the mistakes were in those three scenarios in the Introduction, then turn to Appendix C.




1

THE ENCOUNTER


To inquire was comparatively easy… The trouble started when the Turkis answered. They all spoke at once, in loud voices, and none of them seemed capable of conceiving that the world held human beings unfamiliar with their language.

—Peter Fleming

News from Tartary



If you’re like most native-English speakers who work in public-facing jobs, you assume that when you interact with someone with limited English and whose language you do not speak—Spanish or Arabic, let’s say—it won’t be long before you reach an impasse, the moment when the conversation comes to a stop and you will need to look for an interpreter, call a translation hotline, or maybe use a phone app of one sort or another. In a lot of cases, you’ll simply give up. After all, the English of the person you’re speaking to can’t suddenly get better, and you can’t suddenly start speaking Mandarin.

Quite true as far as it goes; it just doesn’t go far enough. To be sure, their English isn’t going to magically get better; in fact it will probably get worse during the encounter, as we will explain later. And sure enough, you’re not suddenly going to acquire the gift of tongues and start speaking Farsi or Polish.

But these two are not the only scenarios; there is a third one, something else that could happen in these encounters which can completely transform the exchange and greatly increase the chances of a satisfying outcome, for you and for the limited-English speaker you’re trying to serve. And the good news is that the third scenario is not especially difficult and is entirely in your hands.

What most of us native speakers often overlook in these situations is that the problem here may not be only or even primarily the limited English of the other person; it could be our English. And while we certainly can’t do anything about the former, we can do a great deal about the latter.

“Our English?” you’re asking. “But there’s nothing wrong with our English!” True enough, except for the inconvenient fact that the person you’re talking to can’t understand you. “That may be,” you reply. “But what’s that got to do with me?” Which is just the question this book was written to answer.

But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Before we look at a typical encounter, let’s take a step back and first describe just who the native speakers are that we’re talking about here (the primary audience for this book) and who these speakers of limited English are.

DEFINITION OF NATIVE SPEAKERS

In these pages a native speaker refers to someone who grows up in an English-speaking country and learns English as their mother tongue.

Moreover, many of these individuals may also have not had much experience conversing with people who speak limited English, unless they have traveled extensively, have lived abroad, or have worked in a multilingual environment. Hence, they typically do not realize that limited-English speakers often have trouble understanding them, and they are largely unaware of the need to adjust their spoken English with such folks, nor have they had any practice doing so.

Finally, we should point out that in many, perhaps most, cases native English speakers are not bilingual; that is, they normally do not speak any language other than their native English. This is true, for example, of all but 18 percent of Americans and all but 39 percent of the British. This is significant because people who have never learned a second language have never had the experience of being a limited-_________ speaker (fill in the blank), trying to understand native speakers of that language and to make themselves understood to native speakers. The experience of being a limited speaker themselves would automatically attune them to some of the challenges limited-English speakers face.

“Brits and Americans aren’t very good at taking part in International English,” Lynne Murphy writes in her book The Prodigal Tongue.


The monolingualism of the typical native English speaker is a factor. Not having much experience at communicating in a second language, Brits and Americans tend to speak to English learners just the same as they would to native speakers, or to exaggerate in some unhelpful, unnatural way.1



While this does not apply to every native English speaker or monolingual, if you can relate even a little, and if you work in any type of
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	You:
	Good morning, Mrs. Garcia. What brings you here today?



	Mrs. Garcia:
	Excuse me?



	You:
	How can I help you?



	Mrs. Garcia:
	I need your service.



	You:
	Of course. Here are some forms for you to fill out. We’ll also need to verify your income.



	Mrs. Garcia:
	Yes.



	You:
	The doctor’s running behind this morning, but I’ll try to squeeze you in. Sorry for all the red tape, but you’ll get through it. Just bring the forms back to me when you’re finished.



	Mrs. Garcia:
	Yes.



	You:
	Do you have any questions?



	Mrs. Garcia:
	No. Thank you.
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