Dear New Volunteer,

Hi!  Welcome to San Andres—it’s an awesome place, and I’m sure you’re going to love it.  As I write this, I’ve been here six weeks, teaching English in some of the local schools, and helping out in the library, and a little in the park.  There are a few things that I wish I had known in my first week or so here, so I’m going to try to share them with you so you can hit the ground running.

If you’re anything like my friends and I, you probably want to be very considerate of whatever is already in place here—you don’t want to step on any toes, you’re conscious of your own limitations, and you want to make sure that you don’t come off as arrogant or get in the way.  That’s good, but when it comes to working in the schools here, that attitude might make you too cautious to do any good.  If you’re like me, you’d rather watch a few English classes and ask if there’s any way you can help, than just wander in and be given control of the classroom.  Trust me, while that might be ideal, it isn’t going to happen.  Much of the time in many of the schools, English class just won’t happen if you aren’t there to force the issue.  There really is not much of an existing system in place, so you have to be a little bolder about making things happen.

If your perspective is the US education system—far from perfect, to be sure—you probably assume that kids sit at desks during classes that happen with some regularity on something resembling a fixed schedule.  Wrong.  Even at the better-organized schools (29 de Agosto, for instance, just down the street from the library), classes happen haphazardly, last minute assemblies and holidays disrupt the schedule, and students (especially the younger ones) talk, play, and wander in and out of the classroom at will.  

To some extent, you’re going to have to see this for yourself, but I hope that reading it here will give you confidence in the fact that if you go and offer (politely, of course) to teach English (or whatever you’re interested in), your help will be appreciated by the teachers. The schooling for teachers here doesn’t give them much to fall back on, and from what we’ve seen, they’re mostly well meaning but in way over their heads.  Without exception, teachers have gratefully accepted any help we’ve offered, and it hasn’t seemed to cross their minds to be offended, so don’t be shy.  OK, there’s my advice about getting started in the schools.

Once you’re getting down to business and teaching, whether it’s in a school or in the library, try to keep this in mind:  you’re almost always going to need to start at the beginning.  By the beginning, I actually mean go to where you think the beginning is, and then back up 3 more steps.  You will encounter some incredibly bright kids here—especially at the library, where students are self-selected.  Still, the educational system is bad, and concepts that you might take for granted will often be unfamiliar to them.  For example, when you’re explaining how to conjugate a verb in English, don’t assume that the students know what ‘conjugate’ (or conjugar) means, or that they’ve ever thought about the fact that a verb in Spanish changes depending on who the subject is.  Definitely don’t assume that they know what a subject is.  This won’t slow you down much, as long as you’re aware of it.  In my experience, you often won’t realize that you’ve lost them for a while—you’ll get affirmative feedback even when no one knows what you’re talking about—so anticipating what might cause problems is key.  I kept simplifying and simplifying the way I wrote out verb conjugations (from a 2 column chart with he/she/it represented together, to a one column list, to a one column list with each pronoun on its own line) before I realized that the chart wasn’t the problem—it was that no one had ever pointed out to my high school age students that verbs change form depending on who’s doing the action, and they do so according to a predictable set of rules.  Without that idea, no visual representation was going to make sense.  Once we cleared that up, things moved much faster.  The same is true in other subjects—if you’re helping with math, realize that just because a kid knows some multiplication tables doesn’t mean that anyone has ever explained to her what it means to multiply.

Three last words of advice, for the library: Don’t be shy!  Most of the kids, of all ages, think it’s cool to hang out with volunteers.  Don’t be intimidated by the teenagers—most don’t have the same ‘too cool for this’ attitude that you’d find in the US.  Just start a conversation or a game, or ask a kid if they want to read.  I swear, no one will think you’re crazy or creepy.

Best of luck and have a great time!

Stephanie Wolf
August-Sept 2010
slwolf10@gmail.com












