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          With the development of Asian societies in the 21st century, and improved standards of

living, more and more parents tend to send their children to English-speaking countries to

study. In 2017-18, one in six post-secondary students in Canada were from China (Statistics

Canada, 2019). For international students, language is the biggest barrier when they come into

a new language environment, unless they can enter “hybrid language spaces” (Karlsson et al.,

2018, p. 2049). Non-English speaking students, as Martinez (2018) noted, have various labels

such as ESL (English as Second Language), ELL (English Language Learners) in school systems.

Negative Labels for International Students

Outdated Reasons for Labelling

          The initial idea behind classifying international students as ESL or ELL was to help

students have extra or specialized training to improve students' language skills and help them

better adapt to the new community (Hickey, 2015). However, with the development of

international study, the negative effects of labeling international students as ESL or ELL are

showing up slowly (Lo & Lin, 2015). The current consensus thus prefers the term multilingual

student for the group of students who do not speak English as a first language. In this essay, I

argue that labelling international students as “ESL” or “ELL” focuses on students' weaknesses,

but using the term “multilingual” recognizes and promotes international students' advantages.

Disadvantages of Labels like ESL and ELL

           First, labels like ESL and ELL highlight the perception of international students as having

a deficit. Announcing that these students are not yet proficient at English hurts their

confidence. These students may develop negative self-concepts which relate to inferiority,

inability, and remediation (Dabach, 2014; Umansky, 2016). As confidence is often beneficial to
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