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             Political junkies (who are Adult ESL teachers) would have been more than busy at the Ohio TESOL convention on November 11-12.   On the first day of the conference alone, there were six sessions dealing with citizenship education, immigration law, and political advocacy.  Dr. Michael R. Jones, who is chief of the Citizenship Education and Testing Division of the Office of Citizenship of the US Govt.,  gave three presentations;  the first two ranged from the historical and theoretical elements of adult citizenship education in the United States and abroad to information on the new government Indicators of Program Quality for Adult Citizenship Education as well as the naturalization test and the skills and knowledge needed to be successful on it and in the citizenship interview.  His final session introduced strategies and materials for teaching English through the context of history, government, and geography, approaches most useful for those hired to teach citizenship classes who might be unfamiliar with ESL methodology.  Later that first afternoon, Jill Kramer from the Columbus City Schools presented a fast-paced “show and tell” session of visuals and activities to use in structuring the varied components of an effective and interesting citizenship class for ESL learners preparing for the citizenship test and interview.  
             Very well attended was the panel of two immigration attorneys who, with care as well as legal expertise and practical advice, answered the questions of audience members on issues and problems of their students, both young and adult, and the students’ families and communities.  Although a few were more comprehensive, most of the questions and comments and especially the “stories,” were quite specific and personal (though they might have had wider implications to others in the audience.)  It was inspiring, indeed touching, to see and hear the concern – dare I say, love – that  ESOL educators have for their students in all aspects of their lives.  As most of us left, at least a dozen educators, eager to ask more questions, were lined up in front of each of the attorneys, Jessica Bell and Inna Simakovsky
             Not nearly so well attended, unfortunately, was the session on “Advocating for TESOL in Washington on National Advocacy Day” in which I participated as a resource person.  The immediate past and the current Advocacy Liaisons for Ohio TESOL, Bev Good and Brenda Custodio, who had been invited and delegated to attend, reported on  thei r experiences in early June of 2010 and 2011 respectively.  Jessica Burchett and I, who joined Brenda in 2011 of our own volition and chiefly at our own expense, added insights and anecdotes and assisted in answering questions.  In 2010 TESOL Advocacy Day was indeed one day; doubling the time in 2011 allowed John Segota, the Advocacy Liaison for (what is now called) International TESOL, to arrange a full day of training, including a series of very informative high-level speakers from the NEA (teachers’ union), NASSP (administrators), OELA (Office of English Language Acquisition of the U.S. Department of Education), and two legislative aides, one Democratic and one Republican.  During role-plays (hilarious!) and over meals we got to know each other better as well as some of the other staff members in the TESOL office. 
          Armed with talking points and confidence, Brenda, Jessica and I, the Ohio delegation,  sallied forth on the second day to meet with legislators in their offices.  These legislators had been selected by John Segota  based on their committees and influence and Brenda had made appointments in advance with the offices of both Ohio Senators and three Representatives – Kaptur, Kucinich and LaTourette.  To be truthful, we met with the legislative aides who work on education issues, whom we found them to be bright and sincere mostly young people; some, however, did not seem to have a great deal of knowledge about the teaching of ESOL or ELLs, especially “on the ground” where we teachers and our students are, and how legislation impacts us and them.  Our talking points included the benefits of present legislation (start positive! – if only to throw them off-guard!), the “challenges” of implementing that  legislation, and suggestions for changes before or during reauthorization, such as considering ELL populations when creating school/district “report cards” and increasing time before student test scores are so used.
          Our discussion near the end of the conference session on political advocacy noted that every ESOL educator, not just those who travel to Washington and certainly not just the few then in attendance, should be an active advocate with their local school districts and representatives, who need to hear about the realities, the problems and the improvements and solutions possible in this area of teaching.  As such new advocates would need the sort of information, training and encouragement we received in Washington,  we considered the possibility of establishing an Advocacy Day for ESOL educators  in Ohio.      

