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    Volunteer Programmes:
Guidelines for English in Action conversational classes

What is English in Action?

This volunteer run programme provides regular sessions of one-to-one conversational English for men and women for who English is a second or additional language. It has been devised to help people improve the fluency and the finer points of the English Language. 
Who would run English in Action in your ESU?

The men and women from the ESU, who participate in the English in Action programme, have wide interests and a good understanding of their heritage and culture. They are all native English speakers and many have educational backgrounds and qualifications. All the volunteers are interested in promoting greater understanding between people of all countries. You might already have members who fit into this category if not it might be possible to advertise in the British Embassy, local newspapers and in English societies, for volunteer tutors who might be willing to help. The British Embassy and the British Council in particular, might be able to let you know how to contact British associations/companies in your local communities for this purpose
Structured Conversations

Conversation is wherever possible on a one-to-one basis. Volunteers and students often choose a topic for discussion which can range from day to day living to international politics. The sessions are design to be very flexible to help students gain the most from them. Discussions might include books, sport, current newspaper stories, theatre and other subjects of common interest.
Each session lasts for one hour, and students would normally see the same tutor each week. The session could be followed by coffee to allow for more general discussion. These sessions could be held per week, and those taking part in the programme are given the choice of attending the day and time most convenient to them. In the UK there are three terms in a year, each lasting ten weeks: mid- September to mid-November, January-March, mid-April to mid-July. The fees vary according the type (i.e. Full Course, Full-time students)
Tips for volunteer tutors

Both you as volunteer and your student should have a notebook and it is often useful to have a dictionary for the sessions. You could ask your student to keep a log of any problems encountered during the week so that you can go over these when you meet.

1. Speak at a normal rate and volume, with the diction you would use with a native English-speaker. Don’t exaggerate and over-enunciate words as this is not how other people will speak to your student and it may appear patronising. Use language that sounds natural for example use contractions like: don’t, haven’t, can’t, I’ve, rather than: do not, have not etc. Use can you? rather than would you be so kind as to… Introduce colloquial expressions e.g. Can you give me a lift to...?, Can you hold the line...?
2. Remember that the rhythm and intonation of language are all important. English does not have a regular rhythm. Its special rhythm is the result of the stress given to the most important words in a sentence. Depending on the context, the stress can be different in two identical sentences e.g “Hello, how are you?” “Fine, how are you?” When speaking to your student use the stress and intonation that are correct for the context.

A native speaker also unconsciously knows about stress within words. If your student is having difficulty with stress when reading a text aloud, you can help by placing a box over the appropriate syllable to indicate stress, e.g. photograph, photographer, permit (the noun) and permit (the verb).

As far as pronunciation in general is concerned, one of the great strengths of English in Action is that the student has a personal role model, you!
3. Encourage your student to do most of the talking. (Some students may feel a bit inhibited, so you will need to think about subjects which will stimulate their participation - see below). If they don’t participate by practice they will not progress. Every step students make in self-expression will be beneficial to their self-confidence and ease with the language.

Try and avoid the temptation to do a lot of taking yourself - this is difficult when you want to be helpful and friendly!

4. There is much debate about when and how much to correct. Fluency and the ability to be understood is much more important than accuracy in a language. If you keep interrupting, students may become discouraged and lose confidence. Quietly keep notes of any major or recurring errors in a conversation and go over these together later. Students should be encouraged to correct themselves if they can. 
5. Don’t get into lengthy grammatical discussions. Apart from anything else, this will cause you unnecessary stress. Explain to your student at the beginning of the term that you are not a teacher and don’t be afraid to say “I don’t know the reason, but that is how I would say it”. Or, if you have time, you could offer to look into the problem and discuss it at the next session. (See “Recommended Books”)

6. If you give assignments for your student to complete at home (this is entirely up to you), always correct these punctually, clearly and carefully discussing any difficulties. There is nothing worse that struggling over a piece of homework and then having your teacher ignore it or return it with illegible corrections! Be encouraging and give praise where due.

7. Be patient when your student is struggling to find the right word.

8. Discourage one-word replies. The aim is to get students to talk in full sentences.

9. Introduce some new words (not too many) and colloquial expressions naturally in whatever topic is under discussion.

10. Focus on one pronunciation problem at a time and give your student some sentences to practice at home.

11. At regular intervals ask the students opinion of the sessions and try to meet specific needs.

Suggested conversation topics

The most successful topics are those suggested by your student or ones that come up spontaneously when you meet e.g. something in the news or something more personal to the student. In general, people are very willing to talk about themselves, their cultures, countries and customs and, since fluency is the object of English In Action, this is always a good approach. They will probably want to know about the way of life in the UK, so watch that you don’t do all of the talking here!

The student
· About him/herself: “what did you cook last night?’, “What are you going to do for the weekend?” Where do you go for your holidays?” etc (These and other examples all offer good tense practice).

· The student’s family

· His/Her country, town, village etc

· Customs - This is a huge area and the source of much lively discussion, especially when discussing comparisons and finding out how things work in the UK. Even something like “What do you have for breakfast in your country’ can stimulate discussion about attitudes to health, food, etc.

· Holidays and National Celebrations

Society
· Parent-child relationships

· Women’s role in society

· Society’s attitude towards the family

Education
· The system in the student’s county

· Availability and opportunities in both countries

Politics (if appropriate)
· The system here and in the student’s country

· Political parties

· Elections

· Personalities

Daily Living
· Housing and lifestyle
· Shopping for food and clothing

· The home
· Local street markets

· Going to the Doctor and Dentist - registration etc

· The Post Office
· Public transport
Employment
· Interviews (you can use role play here)

· Aspirations/differences between countries

· CVs

Entertainment
· Theatre and Film

· Music

· Art
· Museums

· Street fairs and festivals

· Parks

· Zoos

· Literature and libraries

Cafes and Restaurants
· Study a menu and practice how to order various items and ask for the bill (Role-play)

Food
· Likes and dislikes

· Recipes and cooking

· Diet and nutrition

History and Geography
· Students county

· The tutors country
· The country you are in
Sports and Hobbies
How to…
· Ask directions and find the way, introducing essential language such as Excuse me, can you tell me the way to,...”, “Keep walking past...’, ‘Straight on...”, etc.

· Find accommodation

· How and where to shop

· Use public transport and taxis

Television and Radio
· You can arrange to watch or listen to an English programme and discuss it together.

Folk Tales and Superstitions
Using the Telephone...Discuss what you say when you…
· answer phone.

· get a wrong number.

· call directory enquiries.

· call the police/fire brigade.

· order something by phone.

· want to leave a message for someone.
What would you do if… (good practice of the conditional tense)

· you lost your house key.

· your telephone was out of order.

· after dinner at the restaurant you found you had left your money at home,

· another person was sitting in your seat at the theatre.

· you bought an electrical appliance and when you got it home, it did not work.

Concentration Games
Look at a picture together and talk about it. Ask your student to concentrate on the detail. After a while, remove the picture and ask the student to describe it from memory.
Find out about it games
e.g. Something happened to me yesterday. Ask me questions to find out what happened. This should lead to questions from the student such as “Where did it happen? Where were you? What time was it? Etc

Materials

Use visual aids (magazines, pictures, photos, newspaper articles etc) to stimulate discussion. You can introduce these for immediate use or give them to your student at the end of a session to take home and work on for discussion at the next session. Newspapers are invaluable - especially if you have discovered that your student has a particular interest. You can select an article in advance and suggest that s/he reads it so that it can be used as the basis for a discussion at the next session. Or, ask the student to bring in an article of interest.

Magazines are even better, both for their articles and for pictures as a basis for discussion and ironing out problems. For example, if prepositions are a problem, ask your student to describe a picture with lots of objects in, under, above, against. etc.

Sketches You could ask your student to sketch a room and the furniture in it at home and describe the room and the things in it. Similarly they could draw a plan of their house and describe this to you in a session.

Cartoons are helpful for practice of the present continuous tense, e.g. what is the man doing? Also “going to” i.e. ask your student to imagine what one of the cartoon characters is going to do.

Maps for north, south, east and west, also for directions find a street map, and draw in some focal points such as a post office/petrol station, supermarket etc and then ask your student to tell you the way from A to B.

Photos are great icebreakers - ask your students to bring in some photos of his/her family and explain who everyone is.

