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ESOL Program Coordinator  

Report— Adam Lax 

Another semester of the ESOL program has 
come to an end. On a personal level, in my second 
semester as the ESOL program coordinator, I felt 
much more comfortable overseeing the program. The 
registration sessions and the online registration pro-
cess ran much more smoothly this time around and I 
had great support and help from my two interns, Ag-
gie and Allison. There have been some problems with 
attendance and scheduling but I hope to smooth 
those over in future semesters.  

Overall, I am proud of the accomplishments 
this semester. Yet again we had over 200 people in-
volved in the program. This time we had 78 volun-
teers and 166 participants. Though we had less par-
ticipants this semester (186 last semester), we man-
aged to increase our number of volunteers from 66 
to 78. In the Chinese/English language exchange we 
paired up 110 individuals. Many of our Native Chi-
nese speakers got matched up with students enrolled 
in Chinese language courses at the University of 
Maryland. We also had two volunteer training ses-
sions with a total of over 20 people in attendance. 
Furthermore, we were able to visit some of the group 
conversation sessions and give feedback. Finally, we 

were able to expand our efforts to provide social 
activities in the ESOL program through the 
social planning committee.    

I am very happy with how the social 
planning committee has gotten off the ground 
this semester. Led by our intern Allison Lee 
along with a number of active ESOL program 
volunteers and participants, the social planning 
committee has planned several successful events 
including a dinner night out, a St. Patrick’s Day 
party, and a sports day. The dinner night out 
had over 40 people in attendance and the St. 
Patrick’s Day party had about 20 people pre-
sent. All these individuals on the committee 
have brought great enthusiasm, creativity and 
hard work towards making these events happen 
and I appreciate it so much.  

In the next year, I hope to build upon 
these successes to continue to develop and im-
prove the program. My biggest priority is to 
further develop the social component of the 
ESOL program outside of the formal conversa-
tion sessions. With the support of the social 
planning committee, I would like to have more 
events and informal gatherings on and off cam-
pus. In particular I would like to branch out 
and have events with other organizations and 
departments on campus. I would encourage you 
to get involved in the social planning committee 
and help us to do this so we can improve the 
ESOL program. Increasing the number of vol-
unteer and participants is also important to me 
next semester. The best way you all can help to 
do this is through word of mouth 
(recommending the program to others) about 
the ESOL program among current participants 
and volunteers. So if you have any classmates, 
friends, or roommates you think may be inter-
ested, please tell them about the ESOL pro-
gram!                                                                               
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Hi everyone!  My name is 
Chichi, an international 
student majoring in finance, and this is my first year 
living in UMD and the United States. I joined the 
ESOL program at the beginning of this semester, and 
grown up from a silent listener into a confident 
speaker during 4-month practice. More importantly, I 
even beat the other candidates and got my internship 
opportunity this summer, with the help of my fluent 
and professional communication skills.  So I think I 
really learned a lot from this wonderful program, and 
I want to share my experience and story to help other 
international students, that is why my dear language 
partner Meredith and I decided to together write this 
article. This article is in a form of Q&A style and 
hopefully it will help you get some useful infor-
mation very quickly.  

Question: Why did you join the ESOL Conversa-
tion Program? 

Chichi: The answer is easy and hard!  The easy an-
swer is: I wanted to practice my English, understand 
more about this country, and make friends.  The 
harder answer is that I wanted to get involved in this 
country and community, and get a real feeling of so-
cial life here.  This is the first time I went abroad, so 
people I see on the street are not only strangers to me 
but “foreigners”.  I felt that I lost my sense of “social 
intuition” to some degree because of differences in 
language and culture. 

Meredith: Like Chichi, I’m new to the University of 
Maryland community—I started working here in De-
cember 2013, and wanted to get involved in the cam-
pus community as quickly as possible.  I had several 
reasons for choosing this program:  Firstly, at my last 
job, I managed international exchange programs, and 
I wanted to continue to support international stu-
dents at UMD, as well.  Secondly, I studied in South 
Korea when I was in college, and I really valued hav-
ing language partners at that time to gain confidence 
in my Korean ability.  Lastly, I am deeply interested 
in the concept of “citizen diplomacy”, by which every-
day people from different countries can foster posi-

tive relations between their nations by making positive per-
son-to-person relationships and learning about each other’s 
cultures.  By joining this program, I hoped to further expe-
rience what it means to be a citizen diplomat. 

Question: How has this program helped or benefitted 
you? What do you like about the program?  

Chichi: I am participating both in a Conversation Group 
and also have a Conversation Partner.  This has given me 
two different experiences through the same program.  In 
my Conversation Group, I can practice speaking and lis-
tening as part of a group conversation more naturally.  I 
can’t always talk or choose the topic only for myself, so I 
experience listening to both a native speaker and other in-
ternational students.  The Conversation Partner experi-
ence has different benefits: in a one-on-one conversation, 
there are more opportunities to ask specific questions I’m 
interested in so I can learn exactly what I want to know.  
The small group conversation is instead a way to practice a 
more natural, “daily life” situation. 

After several weeks, my spoken English improved and I 
became more confident.  Confidence is very important, 
because it comes from experience—you can predict how to 
handle a situation and can control a situation because of 
previous experiences, which gives confidence.  If you don’t 
speak to native speakers, you can’t have a sense of if you’re 
saying something silly; without experience talking with na-
tive speakers, it is hard to have confidence in handling new 
situations.  Because I could experience conversing with 
nice volunteers in this program, I could get a better sense 
of “social intuition” by seeing and hearing their responses 
in conversation.  This gave me confidence. 

Also, this program inspired me to get involved in the com-
munity, such as through social volunteering with One 
Brick DC and starting a conversation club with other inter-
national students.  I wanted to join in volunteering before, 
but I was afraid to be the only Chinese person there.  This 
program could give me confidence to try by myself.  This 
program is a first step to confidence, for me.  Just like 
Armstrong said when he walked on the moon, the first 
step is so important! (continue on Page 5) 

A dialogue between volunteer and participant: thoughts on the ESOL 
program and advice for succeeding as an international student in the US  
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Amber Myren 

This past year, I had a crash course on the history of 
China, saw pictures of Japanese Cherry Blossoms, and 
learned where to get the best Korean food in the D.C. area. 
I got to experience all of this because of the participants in 
my conversation groups. Each week we discuss a new topic.  
No matter if we are talking about jobs or movies, we always 
talk longer than the hour and a half session. Most weeks we 
end up off topic, like one week when we spent 30 minutes 
talking about video games.  Every week I feel so lucky to 
learn and laugh with them as well as to see them become 
more confident English speakers. I plan to volunteer every 
semester and hope to continue improving my sessions as 
well as learning from all the great participants. 

Rebekah Ramirez 

My name is Rebekah Ramirez and I am a first year graduate student in 
the M.Ed TESOL program at UMD. I have been a conversation partner in the 
UMD ESOL program for two semesters and I have found it to be an educational and enriching experience. Through 

my conversation sessions with individuals from China and South America, I have gained stronger cultural competence 
and a greater appreciation for cultural and linguistic diversity. Additionally, through this opportunity, I have been able 
to take what I have learned in my graduate program and I have been able to apply that knowledge in the conversation 
sessions as well as ask my conversation partners their opinions on various topics including ESL instruction. Overall, 
volunteering in the UMD ESOL program has been a wonderful experience and I encourage other people who em-

brace cultural and linguistic diversity to participate!"   

Volunteer Reflections 

Katelin Reger 

Volunteering with the University of Maryland ESOL Conver-
sation Program for the first time this semester has been a great 
experience. I’ve learned so much from weekly conversation 
sessions with both a conversation group and a one-on-one con-
versation partner. I think almost any conversation a person 
has with someone from another country has the potential to 
teach both people a lot, and to lead to an intriguing exchange 
of ideas. I’ve had a pretty unique experience because my con-
versation group is composed of very educated individuals from 
Iran, China, and Spain, and my conversation partner is from 
China. The discussions we have are usually enlightening for 
everyone in the group, and group members ask each other 
questions about culture and language among other topics. 
Some of the activities that the group has enjoyed most include 
discussing philosophical quotes, sharing personal values and 
beliefs, and comparing American culture with the cultures of 

everyone in the group. Sometimes the similarities 
among our cultures are surprising, and other times 
the differences are fascinating, even among people 
who come from the same culture. All in all, the UMD 
ESOL Conversation Program not only gives interna-
tional students and visiting professors an opportunity 
to practice English and meet new people, but to learn 
about the world and the people from all over it.  

Page 3 ESOL Conversation Program Newsletter 2014 Spring 

Alicia’s group (Yanjun, Alicia, Hong) 

Amber’s Conversation group 



Social Planning Committee Inaugural Semester Report 

By Sonja Hatten 
             This was the inaugural semester of the program’s ESOL Social Planning Committee (ESPC) and I think we got 
off to a great start, if I do say so myself.   
             Who: Allison Lee, our fearless leader, organized a group of ESOL Program volunteers.  Working as a group to 
plan events, we were able to distribute tasks so we were each able to contribute based on our talents and interests.  Plus, 
this way the responsibility of planning and organizing did not just rest on one person but was distributed throughout the 
group, each doing his or her part. 
What: We planned events for ESOL Program participants.  Events ranged from more casual gatherings to a big party with 
food, decorations and the works. 
St Patrick’s day party 
            Our main attraction was the St. Patrick’s Day party in March.  To start, we enjoyed food brought by volunteers 
and attendees.  Yvette Yu prepared an excellent presentation for us 
about the origins of the holiday.  Did you know that St. Patty’s Day 
was started here in America?  And that St. Patrick banishing the 
snakes from Ireland is a myth?  Following the presentation, Tony 
Chen organized a discussion on what we had learned and on what 
holidays we knew of from other cultures.  Gathering in small groups, 
we chatted about how we each spent St. Patrick’s Day and compared 
it to how other countries’ holidays are celebrated.  For the last activity 
of the event, we played a few games led by Allison and Ellen Levine.  
Starting with the handshake version of the card game called mafia, 
people got to practice their skills of subtlety and deception.  After 
that was the Korean game Assa, involving speed and memory.  To 
finish, Ellen led and brilliantly narrated the Chinese version of mafia, 
including twisted tales of woe and the occasional shocking turn of 
events. 
Dinner Outing to Jason’s Deli 

The other event was a trip to Jason’s Deli.  Participants met and walked over together, then enjoyed a meal and 
some great conversation with new acquaintances.  Allison Lee, who attended the event, shared a quote: 

“Around 40-50 people from our program arrived at the restaurant and after ordering our separate meals we sat 
down together  
at large tables to speak with people whom we hadn’t talked to before. It was a great 
time for us to mingle and to not only meet people directly involved with the program, 
but to meet their families too. This was a huge success on our part because somehow 
we were able to find a restaurant big enough to host us, and we were able to enjoy a 
big turnout on the night of the event. People came and left as they pleased. The num-
ber one feedback after the event was that we should have something like this again!” 
ESOL Social Planning Committee Meetings 
Where: For our meetings, we met in Shoemaker Hall, home of the ESOL Program of-
fice. 
When: Meetings were scheduled at times when as many of us volunteers were able to 
attend.  If you want to join for the next semester, the more the merrier!  We hope to 
plan more events, and even collaborate with other student organizations on campus. 
Why: Our purpose is to provide events for the participants and volunteers in the 
ESOL program.  Through these events we hoped that attendees would have the oppor-
tunity to practice their English in a casual setting while meeting new people and 

sharing in a cultural exchange. 
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“Dialogue” continued 

 

Question: Meredith, 
what advice would you 
give to international 
students who want to 
improve their English 
to speak at a profes-
sional level, especially 
if they want to get a 
U.S. internship? 

Answer: I would say: 
follow Chichi’s exam-
ple and go volunteer in the 
local community!  It’s a wonderful way to meet kind-
hearted people and to learn about real life in the 
United States beyond the university campus.  Even 
if you are a beginner in learning English, you can 
definitely find suitable volunteer opportunities—and 
you’ll gain language skills and cultural knowledge, as 
well as gaining experience you can add to your re-
sume (even if the volunteer experience is unrelated 
to your career field)! 

Many U.S. employers value seeing volunteer experi-
ence on a person’s resume because it shows that you 
are someone who cares about your community and 
who is self-motivated.  U.S. employers are increasing-
ly interested in concepts like “social entrepreneur-
ship” and “corporate social responsibility”—these are 
ways for companies to participate positively in the 
larger community.  Similarly, I also encourage inter-
national students to look at internships available 
with non-profit organizations.  Interning in a non-
profit can be a great way to get hands-on profession-
al experience in the U.S. while learning about im-
portant social issues, and I’ve found that many non-
profit organizations are very welcoming towards in-
ternational students regardless of English ability.  
Even if your career field isn’t related to the non-
profit organization where you intern or volunteer, 
the experience will still be valuable personally and 
professionally.  (Just always be sure to work closely 
with UMD ISSS if you are here on a student visa so 
that you can properly maintain your visa status!) 

(Continued from Page 2) Meredith: What I particu-
larly like about this program is that it relies on volun-
teers from the UMD community—we aren’t paid for 
our time, so everyone who participates as a conversa-
tion partner or group leader is doing this because we 
believe that this is a valuable activity.  Taking formal 
language classes is extremely helpful, especially at the 
beginning and intermediate levels of language study, 
but informal conversation programs that bring togeth-
er native speakers and language learners can be so ben-
eficial to any language learner, whether that person is 
new to learning the language or is nearly fluent.  The 
fact that all of the native speakers in this program are 
here as volunteers makes it even better, and makes it 
feel like this program has a true “community spirit”.  
I’m proud that UMD has a program like this.  

Question: Chichi, how did you get your U.S. intern-
ship with Ford Credit, part of the Ford Motor Com-
pany?  Did this program help you get your intern-
ship—if so, how? 

Answer: Communication skills were really important 
for getting the internship.  I think what distinguished 
me is my ability to make conversation with the employ-
er and show my personality during the interview pro-
cess.  Quantitative skills are essential in my field, and 
many Chinese have great skills like this, but have a 
hard time to make conversation in English.  Soft skills 
will make you stand out to American employers.  Em-
ployers in the U.S. want to hire someone they can 
work with for 8 hours a day, so of course they want to 
know if they can get along with you. 

The ESOL Conversation Program definitely helped 
me get my internship.  We had a lot of conversations 
about internships and internship-searching.  For exam-
ple, our second meeting was all about interview skills 
and understanding U.S. versus Chinese interviewing 
styles.  Also, my partner helped me revise my writing 
sample as part of my internship search.  
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Inside Story Headline 

ing English. The ESOL program provides us a platform 
not only practicing our English but also building up the 
friendship with each other. Now we all make a great pro-

gress in oral English. I would like to continue to study 
English in ESOL program and I wish more people can 
join this great program! 

Junmin 

I am very happy to share the experience in ESOL 
program this semester. It is difficult for a Chinese 
visiting scholar to speak English fluently when they 
first come to America. Communication is a big ob-
stacle which can influence our study and daily life. 
Most of the time we can read, we can write, we can 
hear but the most difficult thing is to speak. ESOL 
program provide us a great opportunity to practice 
our oral English. And we get a lot of knowledge 
about America from the program. Alisa is one of 
the volunteers who teach us English 2 hours every 
week. She is a nice, friendly and patient lady. She 
planned a topic every time before she started the 
class. And she is very warm-hearted to introduce 
more information and customs about America and 
her hometown. She encouraged everyone to practice 
oral English and speak freely. We benefited from 
every conversation and we find a lot of fun in study-

 

Participants’ Reflections  

Museum at Washington D.C. 
together. We had a lot of fun 
there. Actually, this ESOL pro-
gram is not only a program for 
practice oral English, but more 
important, it is an excellent way 
to learn American culture as well. 
Now I have already participated 
in the ESOL program for two 

semesters and, my conversation partner, Judy 
consider my English oral speaking has improved 
a lot. I agree with her. One year ago, I was kind 
of nervous when speak with someone who I 
don’t know and talk about any topic which I am 
not familiar with. But today, after one year’s par-
ticipation, I am very comfortable and confident 
with talking to anyone in any kind of networking 
events, career fair, and even job interview. 
Thanks for ESOL! My experience here is my life-
time treasure.  

Chen Zhang 

Hey, guys. My 
name is Chen. I 
am a graduate ac-
counting student 
at business school 
of UMD. I partici-
pated ESOL pro-
gram since my first 
semester at UMD. I can’t rec-
ommend this program more 
to anyone who want succeed 
in United States, either aca-
demically or professionally. 
My conversation partner, Judy, 
is actually an extremely nice 
person and good communica-
tor. I benefit a lot from our 

weekly conversation meeting. Other than 
practice English, sometimes we went to 
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have much time be-
cause of a lot of read-
ings and many tests, but 
they always do their 
jobs so well. They do 
not teach me, but they 
encourage me speak 
and understand in their 
own, different ways. 

Sometimes they suggest 
and share some infor-
mation with me, and 
sometimes they invite 
me to an event. So I can learn not only English but 
also the culture. Those things are very helpful for my 
life adjustment here. For me, it was really helpful 
and different from other classes I took before. 

The most important part of this program for me is 
that I've started not to be afraid of speaking in Eng-
lish. Even though I may speak wrong sometimes, 
they understand. So I become more confident to 
speak up. Of course, they correct my mistakes. 

I’m so glad to participate the program. 

Thank you for having me, 
guys! 

Participants’ Reflections  
Minkyung 

I have experienced several English classes since I've come 
here. I moved to the U.S for my husband who studies at 
UMD. After moving to the U.S, I could feel how difficult 
to speak in English, and it made me frustrated. 

When my husband recommended me to join this pro-
gram, at the beginning I hesitated. Because I’m not a stu-
dent at UMD, so I thought I could not mingle with oth-
ers. And my English is too poor to speak with other inter-
national students who had taken certain tests like TOEFL 
before they were here. 

To begin with, it was not, at all. I met some international 
friends who are the same situation like me, on a F-2 visa 

in this program, and we have something in common, 
since our husbands are the students at UMD, so I feel 
more comfortable. It is also a good place for me that I can 
meet friends who can practice together.  

I knew all the partners and leaders of conversation groups 
are volunteers, but they seem to be eager to volunteer in 
this program. In my case, both of my partner, Luanjiao 
(Aggie), and my group leader, Rebecca, are graduate stu-
dents. They always prepare topics for the conversation. 

I know how the university life is. Sometimes they don’t 

Page 7 Volume 1, Issue 1 

—-“I blackmailed the guy 
who texted me 

nonstop..” 
—”you did wwhattt?” 

—-”I blackmailed him so 
he couldn’t text me 

anymore.” 
—-”you mean, 
blacklisted??” 
—-”oh..oops” 

Rebecca, 
Amber and Don’s Conversation Groups 



Lucky for me, he was convinced and had me work-
ing with Aggie a couple weeks later. During this 
first month, I concentrated on doing the “fun” 
work, e.g., putting together events like our ice-
skating outing before the semester’s end. It was not 
until the second semester that I caught a glimpse of 
the real stress and work that goes into keeping this 
program afloat and thriving. If you were to ask me 
how Adam managed as a one-man band last semes-
ter, I still wouldn’t be able to tell you. Even with 
three of us, managing a program of 240+ people 
was not easy.  

But our jobs did not come without reward. Each of 
us experienced for ourselves the warmth and kind-
ness of the individuals in our program. It didn’t 
take long for us to subsequently realize that the suc-
cess of our program (plus the joy we felt from doing 
our jobs) was all thanks to our special group of vol-
unteers and participants.  

From the bottom of my heart, it has been a joy serv-
ing on Adam’s team! Although I will not be return-
ing as his intern next semester, I will still stay con-

nected with 
the program. 
You can count 
on it!  

    

Allison Lee 

This semester, I had the privilege of serving “behind-
the-scenes” for the ESOL program and helping to 
plan its many social events (for Adam had dubbed 
me leader of ESOL’s newest social planning commit-
tee when I first started out as his intern).  

In many ways, interning for the program opened my 
eyes to a side of the program that I hadn’t seen be-
fore: the chaotic side of pairing people together, 
checking to see that appointments were being hon-
ored, and planning events for the masses. But I also 
reaped the rewards of making it past the grunt work 
and, more importantly, serving the wonderful volun-
teers and participants of the ESOL program.  

Let me rewind and give a history of my time with 
ESOL: Freshman year, I volunteered as a conversa-
tion partner for a Chinese graduate student. She and 
I got along very well and our conversation sessions 
often ended as lunch dates, during which we chatted 
about our personal lives and the things going well (or 
poorly) within them. Throughout the year, we re-
mained in touch, and later that summer we reunited 
in New York City where she was then living and 
working. Although we only got to see each other for 
a couple of hours that day, we enjoyed a fun lunch 
that resembled the conversation sessions we used to 
have while in ESOL. The only exception was our 
food: we held in our hands two fat, juicy burgers that 
far outdid the greasy McDonald’s burgers that we 
used to eat inside Stamp. This, I realized, was one of 
the great qualities of ESOL: we could take our con-
versations anywhere and carry them for as long as we 
wanted—even past the semester’s worth of conversa-
tions that ESOL designated for us. 

This fond memory definitely motivated me to apply 
for an internship with Adam. On the day of my inter-
view, I walked into his office in a pantsuit ensemble, 
hoping that if not by my personality or my resume, 
he would be convinced by my fabulous attire to hire 
me as his intern. 

Parting words for 2013-2014 ESOL Program Interns 
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tion partners. Living a life in an unfamiliar culture re-
quires one’s adaptability, 
resilience and perhaps a 
foremost skill—foreign 
language ability. This im-
mersing process can 
sometimes be disorient-
ing and stressing. Howev-
er, one should remember 
that after a persistent en-
deavor to reach out and 
interact with diverse oth-
ers in the environment, 
things will eventually 
make sense and your hard 
work will pay off. It is not 
without pain, of course, but building a solid and sup-
portive relationship with participants and volunteers in 
the ESOL program can surely ease that pain. 

Experiences can be educational, especially after we take 
the time to attentively observe and reflect upon them. 
From the experiences we have had and are having, we 
can draw lessons from them and come to a deeper un-
derstanding of how we can better live our future expe-
riences. The participating experience with the ESOL 
program is rewarding, as it creates the opportunity for 
more intercultural dialogues and interactions between 
ourselves and others. I highly recommend more stu-
dents to get involved, either as a volunteer or a partici-
pant.  

Luanjiao (Aggie) Hu 

This spring semester, I signed up to have one conver-
sation partner and ended up having three accidental-
ly. Two of them are spouses of international students 
and one is a visiting scholar. All three are Asians like 
me. Being an international student from a Confucian-
heritage culture, I can strongly relate to the experienc-
es of my conversation partners. As I see it, the engag-
ing conversation sessions and various social activities 
within the ESOL program are definitely helpful to an 
international student’s integration into this foreign 
environment. 

Within our conversation sessions, our topics cover a 
wide range, such as different daily greetings, current 
affairs, education systems, favorite TV shows and mov-
ies, traditional ceremonies, geography, and even da-
ting and marriage culture in our home country. As 
one of my partners from South Korea once comment-
ed, the cultural differences between China and South 
Korea are bigger than we expected them to be. This 
realization came after our discussion about the cultur-

al tradition of bowing in the 
two countries. 

Getting out of one’s comfort 
zone and home country can 
be both challenging and re-
warding, as I have been able 
to see while living the same 
experience as my conversa-
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(Continued from Page 8) Concerning the social planning committee, my committee members certainly made 
my job easier. Even today, there are times when I feel like the blind leading the blind. Yet, my members have 
remained loyal to me, even as I continue to bombard them with dozens of emails and hastily ask for their 
help in getting a social event off the ground. It is safe to say that without the help of my members, ESOL 
would not have had its monthly events—and if it had any events at all, they would all be coming from my un-
creative mind.  But expanding past my committee members and extending to everyone in our ESOL program, 
I am now (and have always been) grateful for the people whom I have been able to serve this semester. 
Through my internship, I enjoyed meeting new faces; learning from Adam, Aggie, my conversation partner, 
and others within the program; and planning social events for others to mingle. I have found great joy in 
watching language barriers break down and people care for one another. I have learned that language is an 
option—not a necessity—in communicating, and in this way I have never seen a program quite like ESOL.   

Aggie and Minkyung 

I used to thought it 
was “smashed 

potatoes” instead of 
“mashed potatoes” 

until my conversation 
partner found 
out..Oops.. 



Inside Story Headline 

Leila Oyekola 

Participating in the ESOL program was definitely something 
that I would do again and would encourage others to get in-
volved it because it really is a rewarding and productive experi-
ence both for the volunteers and the participants in my opin-
ion.  

In the first week, during which I met with my two groups and 
their members for the very first time, I went in nervous and 
not knowing what to expect. However, as I learned, there was 
nothing to worry about. One of the challenges and obstacles 
that can come with the first meetings primarily revolve around 
have significant, entertaining, yet productive sessions. As the 
volunteer and participants initially do not know each other, 
another difficulty could be establishing that sense of familiarity 
that would then allow the participants to feel comfortable and 
open up on a higher level. Because I knew that there would be 
inevitable stutters in the conversations the first time as we were 
just meeting and starting to get to know each other, I decided 

to break the ice by asking the participants from each of my 
groups to bring an object they felt was special to them on 
the first day. This greatly facilitated the first meeting as we 
took the time to know what things each person admired, 

where they were from, and what experience led that object to be special to them. 

From then on, the conversations flowed naturally and I hardly needed to rely to such a great extent 
on the session guidelines, though they were very helpful. Another aspect of my experience that stood out to 
me and that I found remarkable was the fact that though, in my case, there was moderate age gap between 
my participants and I, this did not manifest itself as a limitation to our abilities to relate in the least. Quite 
on the contrary, we all found that we had various similarities and experiences in common. One of these 
similarities happened to be one of the principal reasons why I joined the program. English also being a sec-
ond language to me, I was able to empathize and connect with my participants on that level as we shared 
similar experiences because I understood the process of adaptation coming from a different country and 
culture and not being able to immediately find your place in the community or society in general due to 
several barriers, language being the most prominent one. Because I had gone through similar experiences, I 
was able to provide advice as well as words of encouragement to my participants which, I believe, helped 
them to open up even more, and be more confident in their ability to practice speaking English more fre-
quently.  

As a whole, participating in the ESOL program was a pleasantly enlightening experience that al-
lowed me to be able to help people in whose shoes I once was. Friendships were quickly established be-
tween my group members and I, and these friendships even extended beyond the program. I highly recom-
mend this experience to any prospective ESOL volunteers and participants alike. 
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Participant comments from mid-semester evaluation and 
coordinator response 

“I would like to have a longer time period to take attendance without my 
partner being marked as missing her appointment -- sometimes it is not 
convenient to take attendance online immediately following our session, 
or I may not have time to take attendance on that same day.” 

Unfortunately, there is little flexibility with the tutor 
trac website with regard to when people have to enter 
their attendance. I would suggest that you bring a lap-
top or tablet (if you have one) to your session so you 
can mark attendance right at the beginning of your 
session. If you forget to enter in attendance the same 
day, please inform your participant(s) so that they 
aren’t confused by the “missed appointment” e-mail. 

“Given that the students completing the conversation program don't re-
ceive anything for maintaining attendance (such as a completion certifi-
cate), I'd suggest moving to a less complicated attendance-keeping system. 
The current system is extremely rigid and does not easily allow for partners 
to reschedule weekly appointments when needed.” 

In the future, I will make a more flexible system for 
rescheduling weekly appointments. But we will have to 
maintain the online attendance because it’s necessary 
for proving the merits of the ESOL program. 
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“[My volunteer] just uses too many times the word LIKE! "how LIKE are 
LIKE you LIKE today LIKE?" I know it is good we can listen to how ameri-
can people really speak but for me, sometimes it is a little bit difficult to follow 
her because of that.” 

This participant makes a good point about how volunteers 
need to be more aware about how they speak during con-
versation sessions. I will be sure to emphasize this in the 
future during registration and training sessions for volun-
teers. Also, if you have such problems with your volunteer 
please let them know.  Sometimes they may not even real-
ize that they are speaking in a way you don’t understand. 

“For speaking partner, the conversation is flexible with no specific topic. sometimes 
I dont know what to say” 

When you have a speaking partner, I would suggest thinking 
of topics to discuss before your sessions like something about 
American culture or life that you don’t understand. Also, I 
would suggest bringing in words or phrases you have encoun-
tered that you don’t understand and want to review with your 
partner. Being proactive in your sessions will help you get the 
most out of them. 
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“I would like to have computer training 
available in the ESOL program.” 

At the beginning of the semester, I 
offered tutor trac training for all 
new volunteers. I will continue to 
do this next year and I will revise 
the hand out for using tutor trac. If 
you need my help using tutor trac, 
please let me know and I will be 

more than willing to meet with you about it.  

“TutorTrac does not allow flexibility, e.g. how is a student to record-
ed if they ask in advance to be excused from a session, i.e. they are 
not present but are not in an unauthorized unexcused status?” 

When a student says they cannot come to a ses-
sion beforehand, there is a way to cancel the ses-
sion for he/she on tutor trac. I have included how 
to do this on the revised handout for using tutor 
trac and will demonstrate how to do this in future 
registration sessions next year. I will make a video 
on tutor trac attendance showing this as well. 

Volunteer Comments from Mid-Semester evaluation and coordinator’s response 

“I hope [my volunteer] can add or introduce some American culture 
background in the conversation.”  

Next year I will include more topics about American 
culture in the conversation session guidelines given to 
the volunteers. Also, please be sure to talk to your 
volunteer and let he/she know that you want to learn 
more about American culture. 

“Organize some events for volunteers and students to hang out together.” 

This past semester the ESOL Social Planning Com-
mittee planned several social events for volunteers 
and participants to take part in. Next year we hope to 
have more of those as well as an informal, once a 
week, hour long meeting (Coffee Talk Hour) of partic-
ipants and volunteers at the Stamp Union.  This 
would give participants more opportunities to meet 
new and different volunteers and practice their Eng-
lish.  

 

 



Please feel free to e-mail umdesol@gmail.com your com-

ments or provide ongoing anonymous feedback on our pro-

gram blog: http://umdesol.weebly.com/ 
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