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• Defining “Postdoc” and  Scholar 
• The International Postdoc

Part II: ESL Professional Development Program Overview
• Needs Driven Programming
• Course Content Overviews 

Part III: Program Design
• Part A: Define the communication needs and challenges of nonnative English 

speaking international postdocs as related to email, video, and 
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needs
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What is the NPA’s definition of a 
postdoc?

Part I: Setting the Stage



POSTDOC 

“...Is an individual who has received a doctoral degree (or 

equivalent) and is engaged in a temporary and defined period 

of mentored advanced training to enhance the professional 

skills and research independence needed to pursue his or her 

chosen career path.”

NPA Fact Sheet, February 1, 2016



POSTDOC 

“...Is an individual who has received a doctoral degree (or 

equivalent) and is engaged in a temporary and defined period 

of mentored advanced training to enhance the professional 

skills and research independence needed to pursue his or her 

chosen career path.”

NPA Fact Sheet, February 1, 2016  



INTERNATIONAL POSTDOCS

How might the needs of “training to enhance the 
professional skills” be different for Non-Native English 

Speaking Postdocs and international scholars? 



How many International Postdocs are there?

According to the 2016 NPA Fact Sheet, 
approximately 52% of postdocs are 

international postdocs in the US on temporary 
visas. 



ESL Professional Development 
Part II: Program Overview



Supporting the Needs of your Non-
Native English Speaking Postdocs and 

Scholars
Turn and Talk

• What kind of programming is offered at your institution 
for your international postdocs and scholars?

• What kind of language support is offered to your 
international scholars? 

• Are these programs funded or must postdocs & 
scholars pay or is it a combination of both?

• What are some of the outcomes of your programs?



Needs Driven Programming 

• Started as action research at Children’s Hospital of 
Philadelphia (CHOP) in 2013; focused on clinical setting

• Piloted as full ESL programming in the Biomedical 
Postdoctoral Programs at Perelman School of Medicine of the 
University of Pennsylvania in Fall 2014 

• Since Fall of 2014, we’ve trained 68 international postdocs, 
faculty, and fellows. 

• Learners self identify and get approval from their PI. 

• Biomedical Postdoctoral Programs, CHOP, and Faculty Affairs 
at Perelman have completely funded this professional 
development opportunity. It is no cost to learners. 



Needs Driven Programming 

“I view this as a necessity, and I just did it.  I didn’t ask for anyone’s 
permission or approval.  At orientation, I tell all postdocs that they can be the 
greatest scientist in the world, but if no one knows about it, what good is 
that?  So, I emphasize all forms of communication; writing for various 
constituencies, speaking in different environments, creating good PowerPoint 
presentations including easy to understand figures……..the list goes on and 
on.  All postdocs face challenges when confronted with building their 
communication skills, but for those whose first language is not English, the 
challenges are especially daunting.  I want them to succeed.”  

Mary Anne TimmIns, Director of Administration
Biomedical Postdoctoral Programs
Perelman School of Medicine



6 Week ESL Courses (24 instructional hours each course; total 
48 hours)
•Strategically Speaking: Building Fluency for Confident 
Communication
•Effective Communication: Building Language Skills and Strategies 
for Successful Communication in the 21st Century 

Maximum of 15 learners 

Simulations for Authentic Assessment
•1 Elevator Pitch (recorded)
•2 Presentations (videotaped)
•2 Teleconferences (recorded)
•2 Video Conferences (videotaped)
•Networking Roleplays



Strategically Speaking: Building Fluency for Confident 
Communication

Job Skill Language or Culture Connection Classroom Practice

Present on current 
research

• Clear ideas
• Clear pronunciation, including 

numbers
• Descriptive vocabulary
• Organized speech
• Body language 
• Handling Audiences Questions
• Volume of Speech
• Animated Speech

• Giving an Elevator Pitch
• Describing Data- telling a story
• Framing the presentation
• Transitioning Between Slides
• Facilitating 2 Presentations
• Demonstrating Effective Listening through 

verbal summaries, asking for clarification 
and confirmation

Connect  with a variety of 
audiences

• Develop Cultural Intelligence (CQ) • Comparing and Contrasting cultural 
differences and impact on communication

• Analyzing our own CQ

Build a national profile as 
a researcher

Receive invitations as 
guest speakers

• Networking and Small Talk
• Confidence in delivery

• Participating in Role Plays about how to…
…start a conversation
…end a conversation
…read backchanneling signals (uh huh, hmm, 
etc)
…politely interrupt

Complete an Individual 
Development Plan (IDP)

• Self reflection 
• Receiving and Giving feedback

• Completing  self-evaluations
• Receiving direct feedback from peers and 

instructors
• Responding verbally to the feedback
• Giving feedback in an organized and 

encouraging manner



VOCABULARY TO DESCRIBE DATA

What are some verbs that can be used to describe these 
trends? 



WHAT VERBS DO YOU USE TO TALK ABOUT THE 
FOLLOWING CHANGE AND DEVELOPMENT?

increase
rise

decrease
fall

shoot up
take off

plunge
slump

fluctuate recover
pick up remain steady



TRANSITIONS BETWEEN SLIDES

Now that we’ve 
discussed the 
methodology, let’s 
move on to ______. 

Turning to the results, 
you can see that ____. 



Learner Feedback

•Learners complete an anonymous online evaluation at 
the end of the course. 

•To date, 113 learners have taken the courses. 

•90% of learners have completed the anonymous survey. 

•100% of those that completed the evaluation said they 
would recommend the course to a colleague. 



Learner Feedback, Contd. 

“I really feel I learned a lot from this class. Many things you 
mentioned in the class were my first, such as data description, 
number reading. I have never thought how to describe them in 
that way. I have been in different English classes but this one 
is the best. The knowledge I learned from this class can be 
well applied in my real work.”

“Throughout this course, I understood my weaknesses and 
was able to greatly improve them.” 

“To my surprise, I felt confident in my second [presentation]. I 
have never felt that way before. I still need to improve many 
points though...I hope we have another course in the future.”



Unintended Outcomes

•Developed new professional relationships, extending network

•Developed new social relationships that help them feel a sense of 
belonging to their institution

•Developed a sense of pride of their institution and their ability to 
represent the institution/department/lab

•Became more aware of the importance of social interaction as a 
way to build professional relationships and extend networks



Unintended Outcomes (cont.)

• Became more participatory in programming

• Gained a new language resource- their teacher AND peers

• Gained a new avenue to show their initiative and dedication 
to professional development 

• Became more sympathetic to individual differences and 
cross-cultural communication



Part III: Program Design
Part A: Defining Challenges



Effective Communication: Building Language Skills and 
Strategies for Successful Communication in the 21st Century 

Anticipating Challenges

Communication 
Platform

Linguistic and Cultural 
Challenges

Technology Challenges

Email

Teleconference

Videoconference 



Effective Communication: Building Language Skills and Strategies for the 
21st Century

Platform Language and Cultural Challenges Technology Challenges

Email Clear Subject Lines
Openings and Closings (formality and word 
choice)
Direct vs. Indirect Requests
Clear messages
Modals (Would, Should, Could, etc)
Response Time
Capitalization

-Reply vs Reply All
-Subject Line matching the message
-Sometimes email address has name in a 
language other than English; can’t easily 
identify the sender

Tele-
conference

Opening a call
Introducing an Agenda/Goals
Turn-taking/Interruptions
Restating as a strategy for clear speech 
Asking for Clarification and Confirmation
Summarizing to assure audience 
understanding
Closing a call- recaping main discussion

-Must rely exclusively on language 
-Cannot see other speakers- must 
identify by voice
-Cannot read non-verbal cues to 
anticipate turn-taking opportunities
-Calls cut out; summary and restatement 
vital
-Easily distracted
-Timing Concerns

Video-
conference 

Opening a call
Introducing an Agenda/Goals
Turn-taking/Interruptions
Non-verbal Communication (eye contact and 
backchanneling)

-Usually requires troubleshooting
-Often a delay in transmission
-Image may cut out yet sound continues
-Timing concerns

Repair Strategies 
are Crucial

What I 
meant to say 

was….

To clarify…..

To summarize 
what was just 
discussed….

Getting back 
on topic….



Part III: Program Design
Part B: Outlining and Drafting Curriculum



Steps to Program Design

Step 1: Assess Learners language, culture, skill, and 
technology needs
•Observe and define cultural and linguistic challenges of the 
everyday workplace/environment
•Survey postdocs/scholars to identify challenges
•Survey administrators, supervisors, etc
Step 2: Write language, culture, skill, and technology 
objectives to meet those needs
•Enlist the support of an TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers 
of Other Languages) trained educator to assist with objective 
writing
•Collaborate with PIs and PDA (for postdocs) and other 
administrators 



Sample Objectives

Postdocs will be able to (PWBAT)…

Language Culture
...present their ideas in a 

clear and organized 
manner using cohesive 
devices and language 

variety 

...use backchanneling to 
indicate effective listening

...use eye contact to 
demonstrate effective 
listening and confident 

communication

..politely interrupt to ask 
questions and/or make a 

relevant statement



Steps to Program Design

Step 3: Develop task-based assessments and rubrics to assess 
the objectives
•Enlist the support of an TESOL trained educator, PIs, and PDA to 
assist with objective writing

Step 4: Build in practice curriculum to gain language, culture, 
skill, and technology strategies and approaches in order to 
successfully perform the task and meet objectives
•Have faith in your TESOL professional to develop and 
implement a cohesive and comprehensible course bulkpack 
and task based assessments that are objective driven



Task Based Assessment

Videoconference “Problem Solving Group”

Take a look at your handout. 



Part III: Program Design
Part C: Exploring Implementation at your Institution



Program Implementation at Your Institution

•Define the need for your institution/postdoc 
population
•Show a differentiation between current offerings 
and new, ESL-friendly offerings→ Present this as a 
Professional Development Opportunity 
•Contact a TESOL trained educator to 
develop/facilitate curriculum
•Work across departments when possible
•Demonstrate student progress/outcomes 



rebecca@rebeccatonerllc.com fix.mallory@gmail.com

Questions?


