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Essay Conversational English Program Antonine Pollas made a special trip to Alachua County Library
District’s Tower Road Branch to share triumphant news. With her new degree, she moved up in her
field, as a registered nurse and a manager, and gained more responsibility along with better hours and
more pay. “Ms. Pat, I got my promotion. I start my new job at Shands Hospital on March 13, and I just
wanted to thank you. The Conversational English Program helped me. My coaches were excellent, and
I just came to tell you this great news!” The joy she shared was palpable, because there had been a
time when Antonine, who is originally from Haiti, had felt stuck in a dead-end job. She had told
Patricia Carr, program coordinator, that she was also frustrated with her English skills, her thick
French accent and the trouble she had had with pronunciation. “My supervisors say they can’t
understand me, so I get passed over for promotions. It’s very upsetting.” Antonine had been working
with volunteer Pamela Morse, who said, “I have enjoyed working with her, but I have taught her all I

know.” So, Pat reached out to Zelda Jones, a volunteer with credentials in Teaching English as a
Second or Other Language (TESOL) and Zelda said, “I have a few ideas.” The two women hit it off right
away. Zelda said, “Antonine diligently and tenaciously pursued her dream of receiving a BSN through
challenging circumstances. Online learning was not her preference, but she persevered even while
working full time. In fact, during much of her studies, she worked at night. I was honored to
encourage her as she pushed forward. However, she encouraged me. Congratulations Antonine!”
Antonine graduated with a Bachelor of Science in Nursing from the University of West Florida, in
December, and the promotion she so earnestly desired quickly followed. Antonine said, “As a nonnative English speaker, the Conversational English Program has been a tremendous asset to me. I am
able to improve fluency and conversation skills, which have gone on to help me in many aspects of my
life, including furthering my education. Pamela Morse and Zelda Jones were engaging teachers whose
methods of teaching had been very compelling and effective. I will continue to use the lessons I have
learned from the program in my everyday life. My BSN helps me find a better position. I feel honored
and thank you again.” This story and others like it illustrate the many ways this program expands
opportunities of information access to underserved and immigrant populations, specifically adult
English Language Learners (ELLs) who may be visiting scholars from the University of Florida or Santa
Fe College, travelers, new or temporary residents, or immigrants seeking U.S. citizenship. Since 2011,
the Program has grown and become a valuable asset to the community because it is based on
common values such as life-long learning, professionalism and respect for diversity and
multiculturalism. This free program for adults is open to the public but there is usually a waiting list.
The program complements basic and advanced ESOL classes provided by the Library District’s literacy
coordinator, who also offers an annual Learning Conference for volunteer coaches and literacy tutors.
From October 2014 to September 2015, 175 people, coaches and students alike, benefited from this
program. The next year, that number jumped to 272 people. Since October 1, 2016, to today, 199
people have already been involved. Currently, 163 people, 48 volunteers plus 115 students are active.
Thirty-two people are on the waiting list. Everyone is encouraged to get a library card in order to
access resources online, in print, CD, DVD or digital formats. Participants include volunteer English
coaches, who undergo a general background check, and students who may be learning English as their
second or other language. From the beginning, founders Al Martin and Jin Lyons matched students
with volunteer English coaches and each pair met at the library to practice the art of conversation.
When Pat became the coordinator in 2015, she initiated social mixers. They have proved to be very
popular with 50 people or more in attendance. Due to high demand, today’s coaches may meet with
two or more students and some schedule lessons with multiple students back-to-back. One student,
Christianne Aguiar, said, “Thank you for arranging a partner for conversation. Vivian is great and I’m
enjoying the lessons a lot! I’m grateful!” Preliminary findings from an on-going survey indicate that
students look for certain values in volunteers such as friendliness, helpfulness, integrity,
professionalism, and a commitment to life-long learning. Common values and respect for diversity
bring people together, and the social mixers are casual, fun events for volunteers, students, and their
families. In fact, many students take pride in preparing and serving special recipes from their
homeland. Pat asked people to bring typed recipes too. She said, “Food gives us something to talk
about.” She hopes to put together an international cookbook someday. Volunteer coaches, who are
offered an orientation and on-going training, and students report great satisfaction based on shared
goals, fun social mixers, and the joy of an on-going multi-cultural exchange. In fact, Eunjung Woo said,
“I think the social mixer is a very good chance to practice English. I met my coach, Gaylin, at one. She

is very qualified and experienced to teach someone. She tries to teach me exact pronunciation. She is
always kind and tries to understand my clumsy English. I'm very satisfied with my coach. Thank you
for showing me the Transparent Languages database too!” We believe this program is eligible for the
“Libraries Change Peoples’ Lives” Award, because it exemplifies the dynamic spirit of Dr. Maria
Chavez-Hernandez’ work, by expanding opportunities for English Language Learners to access
information and engage with their communities.
Summary Since 2011, ACLD’s Conversational English Program has proved to be a valuable asset to the
community because it is based on common values such as life-long learning, professionalism, and
respect for diversity and multiculturalism. The program is growing 163 people, 48 volunteers plus 115
students are currently active and 32 people are on the waiting list. Volunteers and English Language
Learners meet at the library to practice the art of conversation. Participants report great satisfaction
based on shared goals, access to information, fun social mixers, and the joy of an on-going
multicultural exchange. Libraries transform peoples’ lives!

Alachua County Library District’s Conversational English Program
December 2015
Libraries Transform People’s Lives
By Patricia Carr

Alachua County Library District’s Conversational English Program
Fall 2016: http://www.flalib.org/assets/Publications/fall_2015.pdf
The Alachua County Library District’s conversational English Program Helps Adults
Meet Personal and Professional Goals By Patricia Carr

Our Coaches Provide
Value Beyond Words

Our students shine too!
What an extraordinary experience.
This is such a rewarding program.
I learned as much as my students.

I am really pleased to have a friend who
volunteers for the Conversational English
Program. Thanks for your help!
~Soonyung
I believe having an English
language coach helped me in my
integration and interaction with the
community by climbing over the
language barrier in an enjoyable
way. Thank you!

I appreciate your time and help!
~Sincerely, Hankook

I let students know that I learn as much
from them as they learn from me. Not
only do I become aware of their
learning processes, they also inform
me about cultural, historic, and
socio-economic/political situations in
their homelands. This enriches my
personal education and enlightenment.
Students tell their friends and families
in their native lands about the kindness
and generosity of our program. These
good reports put the image of our
nation in a positive light for the world at
large to admire. When my students
thank me, I thank them for letting me
help them. Without students, there
would be no use for teachers. We all
need to be needed.
This program is such a rewarding
experience.
~Jackie
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What We Do

Our Success Stories

In 2011, two of our staff members,
Librarian Al Martin, and Library
Assistant Jin Lyons, established the
Conversational English Program at the
Tower Road Branch Library.
Volunteer coaches were paired with
students who were English Language
Learners. Patrons loved the idea!
Volunteers signed up. Students were
receptive. The program was an instant
success. So much so, demand for the
program grew. Since that time, we have
helped hundreds of adult students learn
English as a Second or Other
Language
(ESOL).

This rewarding volunteer opportunity is

Our story

culture, and they work hard in order to

Many of our
students are
visiting
scholars from
the University of Florida or Santa Fe
College, but others come in on their own
from various countries all around the
world. This program is free and open to
the public, but, due to high demand,
there is usually a waiting list. We provide
volunteer English coaches with an
orientation and on-going training at our
annual Learning Conference, and fun
social mixers are held throughout the
year for participants and their families.

make real progress.

like no other. Time and time again, our
Conversational English coaches and
students tell us that they have formed
long-lasting friendships that span
different continents, time-zones and

cultures. Many people keep in touch
long after their formal sessions here at
the library have come to an end. The
cultural exchange aspect of this
program appeals to many volunteers.
Likewise, our students are very
motivated to learn English and local

Who We Are
Coaches need to be at least 18-years old and
have a good grasp of the English language, but
they do not need to be native English
speakers. We ask volunteers to meet with
students at the library at least two hours per
week. Coaches need reliable transportation,
and they are subject to a general background
check. Due to high demand, we are currently
asking new coaches to meet with two
students at a time once or twice a week. Each
session usually lasts about one hour, and
those who meet twice a week report more
progress.

Ready to volunteer? Please
contact us to learn more.

More about our story

Contact us

Conversational English Program
lessons must take place on library
property, but we have 12 locations
throughout the county for your
convenience. Please ask our coordinator
for more information. We will be happy
to make arrangements for you.

Patricia Carr, Coordinator
Conversational English Program
Alachua County Library District
Tower Road Branch Library
3020 SW 75 St.
Gainesville, FL 32608
(352) 333-2840
FAX (352) 333-2846
pcarr@aclib.us
www.aclib.us
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Above: Xiaomeng Xie and Coach Jean Lemire
Below: Aykut Turkdogan and Coach Zelda Jones

Above: Coach Connie Bernal and Hankook Kim
Below: Coach Alexandra Dillard and Ismail Celik

Above: Student Antonine Pallas graduated with a
Bachelor’s of Science Nursing degree from the
University of West Florida

