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Teacher’s Tips for the First Lesson 

No matter how experienced you are as a teacher, or how well prepared you are, when meeting a student 
or a group for their first class, it’s difficult not to feel at least just a little bit apprehensive. Even if you have 
some information about your new group, their age, level etc, there’s so much to find out: How will they 
respond to different types of activity? Will they be raring to go or wishing they were somewhere else? 
What are their expectations of the new teacher?  

Here are my thoughts on how to approach the first lesson. I should point out here that my experience is 
mainly with one-to-one and small groups, so it might not be so relevant to class teaching. Also, these 
suggestions are only from my personal style of teaching and might not work for everyone. However, I 
hope some of it is helpful! 

Information to find out about the students before the first lesson 

Whether you’re working freelance or for a language school, ideally you want to get hold of as much 
information in advance about your student/s. If it’s a one to one lesson, it’s definitely worth making a 
phone call directly to the student in advance of the first lesson, even if it has been set up by someone else 
and, if possible, hear them speaking in English. 

 Number of students 
 Age group  
 Level – the CEFR self-assessment grid is available in different languages here: 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/table-2-cefr-3.3-

common-reference-levels-self-assessment-grid 
 Profession, what year group at school, or area of study in higher education 
 Any requirements for English for Specific Purposes, e.g. business language, preparation for exams 

etc. 
 For face to face - the teaching space and facilities available (if you’re not already familiar with 

them) 
 For online – which platform they would prefer to use and whether they are already familiar with it 
 For groups – do they know each other already (this isn’t vital, but helpful when thinking about 

“getting to know you” exercises) 

What you want to find out about the students in the first lesson or two: 

 Their needs – both your assessment of their linguistic needs and what they tell you they need, be 
it for work or personal use. 

 Their individual personalities and their attitudes to learning – talkative, reserved, open-minded, 
motivated etc. 

 Group dynamic – how they respond and interact as a group (more obvious with face to face than 
online groups) 

 Their expectations of what the lessons will be like – often based on previous experience of 
language lessons. This isn’t necessarily because you should try to live up to all their expectations, 
but it can be good to find out what works for them as well as sharing your own 
approach/methods. 

 Their actual level. The information you receive beforehand may be deceptive! Quite often I’ve 
found that students have been given a level according to exams like TOEIC and BULATS which 
don’t necessarily assess their level of speaking, or they have estimated their own level which may 
not be accurate) 

 If they are professionals, what their role is at work 
 Their interests outside of school/university/work 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/table-2-cefr-3.3-common-reference-levels-self-assessment-grid
https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/table-2-cefr-3.3-common-reference-levels-self-assessment-grid
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What the students will probably want to find out about their lessons with you: 

 A bit of background about you and your teaching experience 
 Your pedagogy or method of teaching 
 That you are interested in what they have to say 
 That you are aware of, and responsive to their needs 

Establishing some Ground Rules 

Particularly for groups, it’s a good idea to establish some basic guidelines on behaviour or etiquette 
during lessons early on. For example, is it ok for students to use their phones (for texting, calls, looking 
things up) during lessons? What happens if students are often late or absent? etc. Sometimes these 
issues can be agreed on as a group, which hopefully means the rules will be respected without having to 
be enforced. However, if the rules are stipulated by the company you work for, or you feel very strongly 
about certain things, you need explain these rules clearly from the outset to avoid any misunderstanding. 

How to prepare for the first lesson 

 Flexibility - In my experience it’s best to have at least one back up plan and I will normally have a 
selection of materials with me which may or may not be used.  

 Vary the materials - A mixture of speaking, listening, reading and writing activities over the first 
two or three lessons are important in order to fully assess student’s needs. However, be careful 
about getting the level right when selecting materials. If in doubt, start off with something a bit 
below their stated level to build confidence.  

 Speaking - I like to focus on getting the student/s talking in the first lesson, as this is normally the 
priority in terms of communication skills. It’s important to bear in mind that they may not have 
spoken English for a while, or they may be feeling self-conscious with a new teacher, so they may 
need some space to remember vocabulary and encouragement if they are struggling.  

 Personal information - not all students will feel comfortable sharing personal information about 
their families etc. so stick to “small talk” about school or work, the neighbourhood they live in, their 
hobbies and their reasons for learning English. (see the “About Me Map” which allows students to 
select and prepare what they want to talk about). I usually invite them to ask me some questions 
so the conversation isn’t too one-sided and they can also find out something about me. 

 Avoid controversial or taboo topics - particularly if you’re new to a country, take care to 
understand the culture where you are based as what may be a “safe” topic for you, could be 
difficult from someone else’s point of view. As above, stick to the general “small talk” to make sure 
everyone feels comfortable. 

I have accumulated a few of my own resources specifically created for first lessons with the aim of 
assessing student’s needs and also finding out what interests them. I hope these might also come in 
useful for you. 

 


