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Introduction
In advice encounters in migration-related contexts, it is crucial that clients 
can access accurate and timely information. In these settings, advisors 
often interact in their first language with second language-speaking clients. 
Although not always problematic, linguistic disadvantage may arise where 
clients’ linguistic repertoires do not match the assumptions about language 
and communication held by the advisor (Maryns and Blommaert, 2002).  
We observed a range of communicative practices in use during our 
respective linguistic ethnographic doctoral research projects (Copland and 
Creese, 2015)  in migration advice contexts (see opposite).

Drawing on our research, we have designed a quick-reference poster for 
advisors outlining some tips and strategies for communicating with clients 
who are using English as a second language.  It is designed for display in 
advice centres and other locations where it can be used to develop the 
language awareness of English-speaking advisory staff, and as a prompt to 
help to facilitate communication during advice work.  
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Project 2: providing AVR information
(Brickley, 2015)
This project explored communication processes within Assisted Voluntary Return 
(AVR) repatriation programmes for asylum seekers and irregular migrants.  I drew 
on analysis of written information provided by institutions managing AVR 
programmes, observations of AVR practice, and interviews with advisors about 
their work, to examine applicants' opportunities to make informed decisions about 
return.

Project 1: asylum and refugee legal advice
(Reynolds, 2018)
This project examined communication between lawyers and clients within legal 
advice meetings about asylum and refugee family reunion processes. Drawing on 
extended participant observation of a legal advisor’s work within a not-for-profit 
advice service, I explored how lawyers and clients managed their communication 
across language differences, including through use of a second language.
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• Successful communicator advisors 
moderated their own language 
according to the skills of their 
clients (Reynolds, 2018; Brickley, 
2015).

• To do this, you need to first get 
clients talking and evaluate their 
level (Hobart, 2015). 

• Clients who were offered 
interactional turns by advisors used 
these to clarify points, ask 
questions, and also to bring in new 
information (Reynolds, 2018).

• Lawyers are well used to explaining 
legal terms to clients. Where 
advisors forgot to explain the 
meaning of specialist terms new to 
the client, however, 
miscommunication arose 
(Reynolds, 2018).

• It can help to provide information in 
the form of a glossary of common 
terms – the client has a written 
resource to use in the meeting and 
take away with them.

• Linguistically accommodating your 
own language to match your 
interlocutor’s level is an important 
skill (Bremer et al., 1996), 
demonstrated by advisors in our 
research.

• Being as clear as possible is also 
important in intercultural 
communication (Gumperz, 1992). 
Skilled advisors knew not to rely on 
implied verbal or non-verbal 
messages, but to clarify these orally 
with the client (Reynolds, 2018).

• Advisors who check regularly that 
they and their client share the 
same understanding avoid 
problems developing later (Bremer 
et al., 1996). 

• Repetition is positive - it helps 
language learners to hear 
information twice, so they can 
check their initial understanding or 
have another chance to process a 
word they missed the first time. 
Reformulating information is also a 
helpful strategy for consolidating 
understanding (Bremer et al., 
1996; Reynolds, 2018). 

• Individuals’ literacy levels are not 
necessarily predictable and it is 
important to be aware of this 
(Brickley, 2015).

• Pen and paper; images; and pre-
existing documents can all be used 
to support the negotiation of 
understanding in talk (Reynolds, 
2018; Brickley, 2015; Baynham et 
al., 2018).

• Clients who struggle with listening 
comprehension may have better 
reading skills – writing things down 
can get information across to them 
in a different way (Blommaert and 
Backus, 2013). 

• Creating a written record also allows 
clients to use translation tools or 
literacy mediators outside of the 
meeting time (Reynolds, 2018).

Does your client speak English
as a second language?

Tip #2 Speak clearly and use simple language
• Use straightforward language as much as you can. Think about

• grammar – say “I think that…” and not “I would have thought that…”
• vocabulary – say “pay for” and not “fund”

• Remember - a nod or a headshake might mean something else in a different culture.

Tip #3 Watch out for jargon and acronyms
• If your client needs to know a specialised term or acronym, explain it using other 

words - or even don’t use it at all.
• Consider writing a short glossary of key terms to make available for clients.

Tip #4 Check your written documents
• Can your client understand them? Your client’s reading and writing skills (in English 

and in their own language) may differ from their speaking and listening skills. 
• Consider reading out a document, or using visual images to help illustrate your talk.

Tip #5 Make sure your client understands
• Don’t just accept a ‘yes’ to the question ‘do you understand?’ - your client may just say 

this to save embarrassment. Ask your client to repeat key information back to you.
• To help your client check their understanding you can also repeat key information. Use 

the same words, or say it again using different words.  

Tip #6 Write down key points
• Using writing as well as speech can support the communication of key points.
• Your client may want to talk through these points with others, or translate them, after 

the meeting, even though they might not read themselves.

Tip #1 Start with a simple chat
• Find out your client’s listening and speaking skill levels so that you can adjust your 

own language use. 
• Let your client speak – allow them space and time to ask questions, or say they don’t 

understand. It’s easier for your client to speak up if you allow them a space to talk.


