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The Gift that Keeps on Giving

By Alicia Howard

Rogelio Antonio was the first ESL student who talked to me like a person. As a brand-new ESL instructor, coming from teaching middle school English and a brief stint as a TA of college Spanish, I was still adjusting to working with adult learners. 

With kids in public school, the curriculum is established. Everyone is expected to be on the same level when they begin eighth grade, and everyone is tested at the end of eighth grade to make sure they are still on the same level. I discovered quickly that English as a Second Language does not follow that paradigm.

Rogelio, or “Antonio” (as he introduces himself) reminded me of that sweet kid who comes up to the teacher on the first day of school, introduces himself and melts her heart all year long. That kid may not be the sharpest tool in the shed, but remains incredibly behaved, hard-working, faithful and loyal. And you love him more than some of the super smart kids who catch on faster.

That first day, he could sense my apprehension. He could also understand quite a bit of English, and comprehended all the junk my new students were saying about me when I left the room—in English and his native Spanish. At the end of the day, when the others had left, he overheard me giving the neighboring instructor the usual first-day-in-ESL spiel:  “I don’t think I can do this.” 

After calmly watching and listening to Manuela pep talk me, he said, in his thick Caribbean-Latin accent, “I  ‘tink you will be a good teacher. Continue.”

I kept protesting. “But they don’t like me. Two of them asked for their folders to transfer to another class!”

“Continue.” He repeated.

“I just don’t think I’ll be any good at this. I like teaching Spanish. I like teaching English. But how can I teach people to speak English when I’m not allowed to speak Spanish, and I don’t even know Korean and Chinese?”

“I ‘tink you will be a good teacher. Continue.”

“You really think so?”

“I ‘tink so. I will see you tomorrow.”

With that, I realized I couldn’t not come back the next day. So I came back the next day, and the next. And so did Antonio. Rain or shine, snow or ice, he was there. Antonio doesn’t drive, so on the days he couldn’t get a ride or didn’t have money for the bus he walked. This was no hop, skip and jump, either. He walked from the Bonnie Doone section of Bragg Boulevard, through busy intersections, all the way down that huge six-lane boulevard to get to Fort Bragg Road, then Churchill Street and finally to Hull Road to get to our classroom. But he never complained.

Antonio’s performance in class remained consistent. He worked rather slowly in his written work, which is his weakest area. His oral reading was also weak, and I had to shoot some dirty looks at a few students who laughed as he struggled through sentences. But no one could pass Antonio in conversation. No one except me could understand him, either, as he spoke rapid English on any subject we discussed.

The rapid speech was the hurdle I tried to help him jump. He understood everything anyone said in English because his father is from Barbados. As he was so proud to proclaim as he introduced himself to new students, he is from Panama. His mother is Panamanian, and in his home, the entire family spoke Spanish and a unique Pidgin English learned from Dad-- complete with all the grammatical patterns, inflections, pronunciation, and unfortunately, all the speed of Caribbean English.

Perhaps because his listening was so good, and he could communicate (with the most patient English speakers) better than the other students in class, Antonio didn’t feel the need to heed much direction on improving his speech. He mostly wanted to “read and write better”.  As I am pretty adept in assessing learning disabilities, I realized that he probably didn’t perform much better reading and writing in Spanish, either.  So I worked harder.

Like so many other ESL students, Antonio constantly expressed desire to “move up to the next level” of ESL. He performed poorly on two more post-tests, which kept him in my level two class. But he never stopped coming, and never stopped trying. He carried a book bag each day that included every handout and booklet I’d ever distributed. Even though we were finished with those materials, he always brought them, all the way from Bonnie Doone, rain or shine. 

I can mark the exact day of Antonio’s upward climb as the first day of the FTCC 2002-2003 Student Government Association elections. A student came to our classroom with ballots, and I nominated Antonio to represent our class. The students voted for him unanimously, and I think he stopped breathing. 

From that day on, Antonio was not just a student; he was a leader of students—a model that other students could emulate in determination and drive. He took his duties very seriously, and never missed a meeting. 

The SGA installation ceremony happened to be one of those days that found Antonio without a ride to school and without bus fare. It was a very rainy day.  I felt so terrible for him that he would miss his day of recognition and honor. An hour later, a dripping wet figure entered the room. Antonio, in his best sport coat and dress pants, had walked in that heavy rain just in time for the ceremony. 

I don’t believe that even the new SGA President could have been any prouder than Antonio that day. When each ESL instructor had to stand and introduce her class representative, I couldn’t help but gush to the crowd about how Antonio had walked in the rain to be there. 

Soon after the ceremony, Antonio got his first job in the United States. He appeared in class immediately after his first paycheck, freshly barbered, in a new outfit. There was now a straightening of his posture as he walked or sat in class. He began to be less shy about pronouncing his “T-H” sounds. Before, when I tried to get him to say “thing” instead of “ting”, he would laugh, shake his head and say he couldn’t do it. Now he practiced more diligently with the rest of the class.

Amazingly, Antonio was now even willing to slow his speech. The students listened to him more intently because they could now understand what he was saying. I wonder if he thought this newfound respect came from his leadership position. At any rate, his speech was clearer. 

For Antonio, the proof of his improvement was in scoring high enough on his next post-test to advance to the next level of ESL. He remained a member of the SGA, and his new classmates didn’t laugh at him. 

I continue to be proud of Antonio. He is still enrolled in our program, because he still wants to improve his reading and writing, and he loves coming to school. Antonio remains active in the SGA, and enjoys the opportunities the organization affords him to develop relationships with all of the ESL students. 

Recently, during the absence of Antonio’s afternoon class instructor, I got to be in the classroom with him again. I was amazed by the change. Here was a much more confident, relaxed person who was not only speaking so much more slowly and clearly, but also offering advice and motivation to the other students. As some students had to be coaxed into even attempting to practice speaking English, Antonio encouraged them with his own story. He explained how he was the same way at first, but got better by just forming relationships with people (not in these exact words). By reaching out to make friends, he learned new words and learned how to speak so people could understand him. He has become an incredible motivational speaker for other ESL students, spreading this encouragement to any students he observes as hesitant to try speaking English.

Of course I can’t take credit for Antonio’s progress. He pushed himself through. I can, however, credit the FTCC Student Government Association for bringing a student who had always lagged behind everyone, up front to lead and inspire. Although Antonio still doesn’t have those wife and kids he’s always wanted, or the driver’s license, or the car, he has higher self-esteem. And he is now a gift to all students who meet him.

The “Typical” ESL Classroom

By Irene Bantsolas

I’m so excited today!  I can’t wait to get into my class and try to raise my students’ interests in politics and world affairs.  Today is Wednesday, and it’s the day we get the daily newspaper for free.  

It’s ten after eight and the newspapers are neatly placed on the tables.  I’m browsing through the different sections of the paper to see what story or picture will be of interest to the students.  

At 8:20 I hear footsteps.  There comes the student that has to be at work by 10:00 a.m.  I give him a choice of what he wants to do while he is in the classroom and he chooses to read a story about a new restaurant that opens in the city today.  We are halfway through our story when another student walks in.  He also has to go to work at 10:30 a.m.  After summarizing the story we have already read, three more students walk in.  We finally finish reading the story and we go over new words.

From previous experience, I have noticed that the students have difficulties finding specific information.  A set of questions follows and the students now know how to find information about the weather and the stock market.  They can find the obituaries and the local, national, and international news as well as the editorial and sports pages.  We finish our newspaper segment and we are ready to proceed with our grammar lesson.  Before we can get our books open, 5 other students walk in and want to know the meaning of side dish, broiled, and recipe—words written on the blackboard when we discussed the restaurant article an hour earlier.

Break time arrives and I overhear this conversation:

A. I have a big problem.  I need your help.

B. What is it?  If I can, I’ll be glad to help you.

A. I don’t know how to drive and I need to get my driver’s permit. My husband works, too—many hours every day and he can’t help me.  Soon the Army will send him to Iraq.  Can you help me?

B. Sure.  But there is one problem.  The only free time I have is when I’m in class.  I have to go to work in the afternoon.

A. Do you think our teacher will notice that we are not in class?  We can skip school tomorrow.

B. That’s fine with me.  I’ll meet you outside the classroom tomorrow morning.

The next day my lesson plans include a review of the previous day’s vocabulary, a review of grammar, conversation, listening, and pronunciation—lots of activities to help the students improve their English.  I’m ready to begin class at 8:00, and I think I hear students in the hall.  I hear another conversation.

A. I got here as early as I could.  If I’m lucky enough to get my permit early, we can make it to class today.

B. I hope you can get your driver’s permit and we can return to class.  Last week I missed two days because I helped another student get her driver’s license. 

Two hours later, the students show up in class.  It’s almost break time.  I ask them where they’ve been.  They’re a little embarrassed about skipping school, but the first student is proud that she now has a driving permit.  They go out on break together.

A. I’m so happy that I got my permit.  Now I have to ask you for another favor.

B. Go ahead.  What else do you need?

A. Do you think it’s possible to teach me how to drive tomorrow morning?  I really need to get my driver’s license.  I’m tired of taking the bus and when my husband leaves, it will be too hard if I can’t drive.

B. I’ll be glad to, but we can’t afford to miss so many classes.  There are a lot of other students that want to register and they might take our places.  We also have to study the lessons we have already missed.

The next day, both students are missing from class.  They return the following Monday.  The first student is smiling.

A. Good morning, Teacher!  I have something to show you.  Not only did I get my driver’s permit on Thursday, I got my driver’s license the next day.  I have to thank Enrique for all his help.  He took me around and he offered me his car for practice.  

B. It was my pleasure to help you.  You will help someone else another day.

I hope they will be in class tomorrow when I review today’s vocabulary.  I hope I’ll remember who comes early and leaves late.  And, I need to remember who comes late and who leaves early.  I have to remember to be flexible.

Reflections on Civics Education

By Margaret Walter

During the past two years I have seen many positive results of the civics grant.  Students have had the opportunity to demonstrate their leadership skills through the Student Government Association.  Many seemed reluctant at first, but rose to the challenge and developed more self-confidence.  Some of those students have moved on to other schools.  The first ESL SGA secretary is now studying at Methodist College and plans to transfer to North Carolina State University next year.  She should have no problems because her grade point average is nearly perfect.  She credits serving on the ESL SGA as one of the factors in deciding that she could leave the “safety” of ESL and move on to reach her dream.

Individuals who previously had shown little interest in community activities took notice after we helped pack food for the Holiday Opportunities project.  Many students had thought that there was no hunger in America.  By seeing the inside of the food bank and packing food baskets, the students learned that America is not perfect, but that we work together to make things better for others.  Students were amazed that others would donate food to strangers.  In our second year of the grant, we had outstanding participation in obtaining gifts for the children of migrant farm workers.  Our ESL Civics students collected clothing, toys, and school supplies, and they helped wrap them for delivery.  

Through the Study Circles program we had open and honest discussion of the challenges presented by living in a diverse community.  Students who missed the facilitator training wanted to become involved later.  The Study Circles also had a surprising outcome:  The Facilitator Trainer for the ESL students so affected by the stories that our students told during their first round of Study Circles that he lost his neutrality.  He later told us that he had never been so affected by the stories of people involved in the Study Circle process.  He never knew what really went on in the lives of immigrants.

The newsletter spotlighted important issues and gave everyone an opportunity to develop writing and editing skills.  Students were proud to see their names in the newsletter.  Each month as the newsletter arrived, students would look at the photographs and articles.  The newsletter served as an evaluation device because the students could reflect on events that had taken place, review their experiences, and plan for upcoming events.  

All of the activities provided valuable experience to our English as a Second Language students.  They have grown from their involvement in civics activities and we believe that they will continue to grow since they now have the tools that will enable them to navigate the systems in the United States.

The Story of Two Countries

By Janis Holden-Toruño

When we first began to work on the proposal for the English as a Second Language Civics Grant, I was a little overwhelmed with the responsibility of putting together such a comprehensive project.  I knew that receiving the grant would enable FTCC to link a number of components together that would help our students really integrate into American society.  I also knew that it would involve a lot of hard work on behalf of many individuals—individuals who had other responsibilities and would need to find time to devote to the grant.


Getting together so many people on one project meant that we would have to develop means of understanding one another.  In truth, the project began with two of us writing the grant—Margarete Johnson and me.  Our Director, Carrie Heffney, then had to approve the project and work on the budget.  We were asking for things that had never been done before—a Student Government Association housed within the confines of the Basic Skills Program, a large number of field trips (including trips to Raleigh and Washington, D.C. which were initially approved but were later cancelled), a monthly student newsletter, and the development of curriculum for the ESL program that would incorporate Civics Education in the regular classroom.

Our definition of Civics was intentionally broad.  In the past, many people had assumed that Civics was merely teaching students the 100 sample questions for the Citizenship test.  We saw Civics Education as a means to put the principles behind Equipped for the Future into the classroom.  

We began the process of curriculum development.  Our initial group consisted of eleven dedicated individuals who worked in teams to develop curriculum.  Margaret Walter, Linda Mullins, Esther Greenwell, Bill Parker, Alessandra Gato, Jan Fisher, Phyllis Reinhardt, Margarete Johnson, Keith McNeill, Edwin Alices, Victoria Bower, and I were in the original group of curriculum developers.  Of those eleven, four worked with the grant on a regular basis.  Margaret Walter, Linda Mullins, Esther Greenwell, and I field tested lesson plans and brainstormed about activities that would benefit the students.  Bill Parker, Jan Fisher, Phyllis Reinhardt, Edwin Alices, and Victoria Bower moved on to other ventures.  Margarete Johnson and Keith McNeill took part in some of the initial curriculum development meetings.  Later, other instructors became involved in the process:  Irene Bantsolas, Manuela Frantzen, Alicia Howard, and Magdalena Herndon.  Each had something to contribute.  

Fortunately, the grant had included funding for a part-time Program Aide who was hired about six months after we began the process of development.  Rute Filipe stepped in and began the work of pulling together the items needed for the newsletters.  She organized the field trips, contacted guest speakers, researched volunteer activities, and kept data on all aspects of the grant.  With all of the work entailed by the grant, it would not have been possible without our Program Aide.


Communication became increasingly important as the grant proceeded.  Some of the ESL classes moved to another building.  We had to find ways to incorporate the Ft. Bragg Campus classes in grant activities when there was often no transportation available for those students to come to Main Campus.  Added to that was the fact that we were working with students from over 40 countries, each of whom had a unique way of viewing Civics Education.  


One day, shortly after we began to work with Facilitator Training for the ESL Study Circles, I remembered a story that I had been told years ago when I was taking some cross-cultural training.  It seemed to sum up some of the feelings I was having with working with so many different people on the grant.  Here’s the story as I remember it:

“People from a land called Country Blue normally wear blue clothes, blue hats, and blue sunglasses. Houses are blue and so are the cars and streets. One day, a young man from Country Blue went for a long walk in the blue forest.  He walked for hours and finally became very tired.  It was night and he couldn’t see well.  Finally, he decided to lie down to rest.  But unknown to the man from Country Blue, he had crossed the border into another country.  He had entered the country called Yellow.

Country Yellow is a land where people wear yellow clothes, yellow hats, and yellow sunglasses. Houses, as well as cars and streets, are yellow in Country Yellow. Country Yellow is a beautiful country, just as Country Blue is a beautiful country.  But for the young man who had entered Country Yellow without realizing it, Country Yellow was indeed very confusing.

And so it happened that at dawn the next morning, a beautiful young woman from Country Yellow came across the sleeping figure of the man from Country Blue.  She was concerned for him and gently woke him.  They talked for a while and the woman invited him to visit her village.  Now, Country Blue and Country Yellow are internally peaceful, but they have conflicts with each other. They each view the customs and policies of the other country as bizarre and evil. 

The young man from Country Blue decided to stay a while and visit Country Yellow.  He wanted to learn about their customs and traditions, and write an extensive article to his fellow Blue citizens explaining how people in Country Yellow view the world.  He was convinced that the people in Country Yellow were not evil; they just saw the world in a different way.  So, with the help of his new friends, the young man put on yellow clothes, a yellow hat, and yellow sunglasses.  He traveled all around Country Yellow and fell in love with its people and with the young woman.

But not all stories have a happy ending.  After living for three months in Country Yellow, the young man and young woman found that they could not get along.  They each had strong beliefs and argued about the things that they saw all the time.  The woman insisted that lemons are yellow and that the sky is green.  The young man insisted that the opposite is true.  Lemons are green, but the sky is blue.  Was the sun yellow, or green?  Were the lips of the beautiful young woman—the woman he had kissed—purple or orange?  

Because they could not agree, the young man and woman parted company.  The man from Country Blue returned to his country, disillusioned.  He couldn’t understand why the people in Country Yellow insisted that lemons were yellow and that the sky was green.  But he had promised himself that he would write an article for the newspaper about Country Yellow in the hopes of an eventual peace between their lands.  In his article he wrote, “The citizens in Country Yellow are not evil or bizarre. They are merely confused and stupid.  They should change the name to Country Green because there is no such thing as yellow.”


On a personal note, working on this grant has made me realize that everyone has his/her own filtered sunglasses.  These sunglasses color our vision of the world around us and affect how we interact with others.  I’ve needed to remove my sunglasses when dealing with others and it hasn’t been easy.  But more importantly, I believe that our ESL Civics students have learned that they have to remove their own sunglasses when looking at America.  Some of the students think that America is a fabulous place and that it can do no wrong.  Others are critical of America.  We often hear students complain, “But in my country, we …”  Studying Civics and working with other cultures has opened everyone’s eyes.  

The best part of working with the ESL Civics grant has been to see the tremendous changes made in the lives of our students.  Some of our students have gone on to great jobs.  Others have become community volunteers.  A Vietnamese mother told me that she now understands a little more about how American culture has affected her adult children and she is less critical of them than she had been.  Some students have found voices to speak up for what they believe—voices that they didn’t have in their native countries.  It’s been a tremendous experience for us all.
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