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Zoom Alternatives

As you probably know, Zoom has become less generous in regard to users with free
accounts. All meetings set up with a free account now end after 40 minutes, and some
users have reported having to wait about 10 minutes before being able to continue for
another 40 minutes. 
 
Because of these limitations, I encourage tutors meeting with students online to try
one of the free alternatives to Zoom. (Please don’t stop your lesson after only 40
minutes!) Two that I would recommend are Google Meet and Skype. They offer a
similar array of features, such as the ability to share your screen, chat, and turn your
microphone and camera on and off. Perhaps most importantly, Google Meet meetings
can last up to one hour, while Skype meetings can last up to 24 hours. 
 
To help tutors, I have recorded this video about Google Meet and this video about
Skype. Please let me know if you have any questions or if you end up using one of
them with your learner!

Citizenship Corner

When was the Constitution written? Who was president during World War I? The House
of Representatives has how many voting members? What are two rights in the
Declaration of Independence?
 
These are some of the 100 civics questions that applicants for U.S. citizenship need to
study. (At their citizenship interview, applicants are asked 10 questions and must
answer 6 correctly.) The questions and answers are now available in the revamped
Citizenship Corner on the third floor of the library, which features books and other
materials for people applying for U.S. citizenship. Stop by and take a look — and
maybe test yourself! Paper copies of the application for naturalization are also
available (though most people apply online these days). In addition, there are many
citizenship resources on our website. 
 
Answers: The Constitution was written in 1787. Woodrow Wilson was president during
World War I. The House of Representatives has 435 voting members. The rights in the
Declaration of Independence are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

Tutor Profile

Helen has been part of the ELL Program since 2009. During that time, she has tutored
over 20 learners, in addition to leading several conversation groups. (She is pictured
above with one of her former learners, Jenny.)
 
She became interested in tutoring English learners while working at Boston Children’s
Hospital, where she was in charge of the interpreter program and she came to
appreciate the importance of knowing English. She also wanted to meet people from
around the world and hear their stories. “You get to hear a lot about people’s lives, and
it’s fascinating,” she says.
 
She currently tutors two students: Li, a woman from China, and Patricia, a woman from
Brazil. With Li, who is a beginner, she has been focusing on vocabulary development
using the bilingual version of the Oxford Picture Dictionary. She encourages Li to make
sentences using the words and pictures. For example, she asks questions like: “Where
is the ____?,” “Do you have ____?,” and “Do you like ____?”
 
Helen and Patricia have been reading books together as a way to practice
pronunciation and learn vocabulary, in addition to regular conversation. Patricia
recently went to a medical appointment without an interpreter for the first time – a
significant accomplishment for her. “The pride is so much fun to see,” Helen says. 
 
What Helen enjoys most about the program is the bond she forms with her learners.
“The relationships that you make are different. They’re really delightful,“ she explains,
noting that she walks with one former student – now a friend – every week. The
program is also a way for her to learn. “I’ve just learned so much. I never was
interested in China. Now I’m interested in China,” she says.
 
Helen’s advice for new tutors is to “focus on the relationship with your student more
than on what you’re trying to teach them. Make friends first and then think about the
teaching.” Beyond that, she adds, “Be curious. Ask questions. Want to know them.”

Program Snapshot

It’s hard to believe, but 282 English learners have applied for a tutor in 2023! (Keep in
mind that we did not accept applications for the first four months of the year. This
number also does not include applications from non-Newton residents.) 166 learners
have been matched with a tutor this year, and there are currently 187 learners on the
waiting list. Our 2023 applicants come from 44 countries, ranging from Burundi to
Belarus, from Peru to Portugal, from India to Israel. The most common ones (in
descending order) are China, Brazil, South Korea, Ukraine, and Russia. In addition, 87
new volunteers attended the tutor training this year. Whether you are a new, newish, or
veteran tutor, thank you for all that you do to help the many English learners in our
community! 

Program News

We have begun collaborating with FamilyAid, the organization that is setting up a
shelter for migrant families in Newton in 2024. Stay tuned for more details about
how you can get involved!
 
There will be an information session for prospective volunteers on Wednesday,
January 3, at 6:30 PM on Zoom. Training workshops for new tutors will take
place on Monday and Wednesday evenings in January. If you know someone who
might be interested, please send them my way! 

The ELL page on the library website now has links to the City of Newton’s Social
Services and Youth Services divisions, the Newton Public Schools ELL
Department, and the Newton English Learner Parent Advisory Council. Feel free
to share these with your learner. 

My list of recommended resources now has a section for beginners (page 10).
The list is a work in progress. If you have a resource that you would like to add
to it – for beginners or any other level – please let me know.

Until next time,
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