
Pacific Northwest Council for Languages
Vol 9 No 2, March 2009 1

“The key is something we learned in 
kindergarten: sharing.”

A

What Makes a Great Teacher?
By Paula Ellister, University of  Oregon

Continued on page 2…

Paula Ellister, senior instructor of Spanish at the University 
of Oregon, reflects on attributes of effective teachers. As she 
returns to the classroom herself, she rediscovers techniques 
that help students succeed.

fter more than a decade of working with new teachers, I’ve realized that 
some people are a natural in the classroom. They have a natural ability 

to engage their students, a dynamic presence in the classroom, an innate under-
standing of the delicate dance to engage students. But in the end, the classroom 
is about students’ learning, not the teacher, and all of us can benefit from reflect-
ing on what really makes the 
learning process work. My 
recent experience returning 
to the classroom as a student 
has convinced me that the 
key is something we learned 
in kindergarten: sharing. 

This summer, after months 
of procrastination, I took 
a motorcycle class at the 
local community college. My 
goal was to ride the Harley 
Davidson that my husband 
bought for me, but always seemed to be riding himself. 

When I arrived at the classroom ten minutes early, the teacher was already there 
conversing with the students. As soon as the clock read 6:00, he began the class 
with a joke. It was the type of joke where everyone groans, but then memorizes 
it to tell to friends later. 
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“Class isn’t about learning a language. It’s about forming a 
relationship in the target language.”
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Great Teachers
Continued from page 1…

This technique of sharing oneself 
allows teachers and students to form 
a bond. It makes the teacher seem 
more relatable, more approachable. 
It also encourages the students to 
open up about themselves. I tend to 
share stories about my sons. Once 
my students know more about my 
life outside the classroom, I have 
opened the door to an exchange of 
information. I’ve let them know that 
this class isn’t only about learning a 
language; it’s about forming a rela-
tionship in the target language with 
class members. 

The first evening of class, my motor-
cycle teacher Bob began to show 
us various riding equipment while 
focusing on the safety features of 
each item. Even though he had just 
told a corny joke, I knew it was time 
to get serious. His knowledge of the 
subject led to a sense of ease in the 
classroom. We knew we were in 
good hands. 

Through classroom observation 
of new teachers over the past ten 
years, I have noticed that this sense 
of ease and comfort can be defeated 
by a teacher’s need to prove his/her 
knowledge. When a teacher walks 

into a classroom, there isn’t a need 
to prove anything; students assume 
that the teacher is qualified by the 
mere fact that s/he is standing in 
front of the classroom. By approach-
ing the course material with a 
sense of seriousness and respect, 
the teacher can share knowledge 
in a way that invites curiosity and 
interest. 

As the supervisor of first-year 
Spanish classes at the University 
of Oregon, I get the occasional 
complaint from a student about a 
teacher: “He doesn’t grade fairly.” 

“She doesn’t return our papers on 
time.” Recently I received an email 
that made my jaw drop. The student 
complained that her teacher “didn’t 
even use PowerPoint.” As we all 
know, there are many useful ways 
to present information, and the stu-
dent’s concern was not really about 
PowerPoint. Once I spoke with the 
student in person, I realized that 
the teacher had failed to connect 
with her, leaving her feeling alien-
ated and grasping for any complaint 
to express her dissatisfaction. The 
teacher’s focus was on her own 
endeavors and success, not on the 
interests of her students. If teachers 
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“My teacher’s 
interaction 

provided the 
color that his 

transparencies 
lacked.”

make a strong connection, students don’t mind or notice 
an outdated transparency on an overhead projector. 

After showing us too many varieties of motorcycle hel-
mets and padding to remember, Bob had us open our 
course book. He chose students from the class to read 
portions of the book while he put the corresponding 
transparency on the projector. As I prepared myself for 
two hours of boredom, something interesting happened. 
Bob began to relate the material in the book to his per-
sonal experiences, involving the students in relating 
events that tied into the content. I became engaged in 
the discussion and still remember anecdotes he told that 
evening. My teacher’s interaction provided the color that 
his transparencies lacked.  

After one session in the classroom, we met at 7:00 the 
next morning to ride the motorcycle for the first time. I 
assumed we would begin by riding the bike around the 
entire course, a thought that filled me with dread and 
terror. Bob had us all “mount up,” and we proceeded to 
turn the engine on and off. On and off. On and off. We 
kept this up until it felt natural. Next, we turned the engine 

on and walked 
the bike in a 
straight line. 
After walking 
the bike in the 
straight line 
for an eternity, 
I was ready to 
ride. We rode 
in a straight 
line. Then, we began to practice turns, which made me 
nervous. There is a lot of concentration that goes into 
turning a bike. Bob broke it down into manageable steps: 
brake, look, accelerate, and lean.

What could be more scary than attempting to ride a 
motorcycle for the first time? For many students, it’s the 
first day of a language class. The teacher usually walks 
in while greeting students in the target language. They 
look at the teacher. They look at each other. Are we sup-
posed to know this already? The teacher is responsible 
for putting the students at ease. They know that learning 
a foreign language is a challenging task, but they must 
also know that the teacher will be their guide and help 
them learn. To inspire confidence in our students, we 
must teach them the small steps and give them building 
blocks to reach the course goal. 

What makes a teacher “great”? There are many correct 
answers to this question. An important cornerstone 
of success in the classroom is the teacher’s willingness 
to connect with students, share a bit of him- or her-
self with them. I look forward to that first day of class. 
How will I establish a rapport with my class? How will 
I inspire them to learn? How will I teach them so much 
in so little time? Having no comedic timing myself, I 
won’t tell Bob’s jokes in my class this term, but I will 
share bits of my life with my students and eagerly await 
reciprocation.

Just in case you’re wondering, I did pass the class and 
now have my motorcycle endorsement. Turns still 
make me nervous, but thanks to Bob, I have the con-
fidence to continue learning on my own. Now I can 
enjoy riding my new motorcycle! I recommend that all 
my colleagues take a class in any subject area, become 
a student again, and remember what it takes to be great 
in the classroom.
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UTIL coordinates with almost any program or 
text, and individualization is easy!

Florence Ariessohn is a lecturer for the instructional development and leadership program in the School of Education 
and Movement Studies at Pacific Lutheran University in Tacoma, Washington. Here, she reviews UTIL, Web-based 
writing activities, published by Miraflores.

T

Materials Review: UTIL by Miraflores Useful and Engaging 
By Florence Ariessohn, Pacific Lutheran University

he recent publication UTIL from Miraflores 
(http://www.miraflores.org) immediately 

attracted me because of the delightful and brightly 
colored calaveras on the cover, and the material inside 
did not disappoint. UTIL is a spiral-bound collection 
of fifty-eight different attractive and sturdy 5 x 8 lesson 
cards (all material is presented on one card in Spanish 
and on the facing card in English), containing over two 
hundred reproducible, Web-based, culture-infused 
writing activities specifically identified for beginning, 
intermediate, and advanced levels. There is also an 
extension activity on each card called “in my country/en 
mi país” to relate the topic to students’ own lives. Because 
of the variety of activities and levels on each card as well 
as the ability to assign the material in Spanish or English, 
individualization is easy, and the subjects covered will 
coordinate with almost any program or text.

Each card starts with a directed Internet search with the 
provided key words. The material is not based on spe-
cific Web sites, which could disappear, and should make 
the book useful for an extended period of time. Students 
should find the activities engaging and worthwhile, and 
UTIL offers the teacher a way to include more cultural 
activities along with the writing assignments, all while 
motivating students to explore the Web in Spanish. There 
are individual and group activities and ideas for heritage 
learners and ESOL students. The material is drawn from 
all Spanish-speaking countries. 

A handy bilingual chart-formatted index is included to 
help teachers choose the appropriate activity for a par-
ticular lesson. The color-coded six general categories 
(travel/tourism, sports, arts, science/nature, daily life/
festivals, and history/geography) are then cross indexed 

with thirteen topics like health and welfare, shopping, 
current events, family life, and many more. For example, 
for the topic “leisure,” one finds “City, beach or moun-
tains?” under travel; “Swish!  Deep powder” under sports; 
“weird animals” or “national parks” under science/nature; 
and “Spanish gems” under history/geography. 

One activity, “Mira los animales,” asks students to search 
for the name of the artist and the work of art. The begin-
ners choose one of the listed Frida Kahlo paintings with 
animals and identify all the animals shown, their location 
in the painting, and their colors. The intermediate-level 
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students look at specific works of other Latin American 
artists and make up a story about the animals in the 
paintings, either from the student’s point of view or the 
animal’s. The advanced students make up a story about 
animals from great Spanish paintings, like Picasso’s 
Guernica and Goya’s Caprichos. Students can also com-
pare and contrast the works. The extension element, “in 
my country,” for this activity sends students to museum 
Web sites and could include a museum in the students’ 
hometown.

One creative card is the one called “en venta.” Students 
start with an Internet search using the key words for the 
name of the place (different for each level) plus “compras,” 
and they are directed to prepare flyers. The beginners 
are given a scenario in which a hurricane has destroyed 
Cancún, and the owner of a sports store salvages some 
of the beach clothing. Students’ flyers should identify the 
items on sale and prices in local currency. At the inter-
mediate level, students find a store in Marbella, España 
that sells beach clothing and sports equipment. They then 
make a creative flyer for the store. The advanced group 
finds a store in Viña del Mar, Chile, and their flyers have 
to include a testimonial from a happy customer in addi-
tion to the other information. The “en mi país” segment 
for this card asks the students to create their own sports 
store and identify what they would sell in it.

On a card called “¡Mira lo que encontré!”, students write 
both the questions and answers of an interview between 
a reporter and themselves about their discovery of some 
sort of treasure. Each level has a totally different scenario: 
the beginners find a gem in a famous archaeological site, 
the intermediates explore a sunken ship, and the advanced 
students find a stone with Mayan glyphs. UTIL offers a 

variation to describe an undiscovered tomb in Peru. For 
the “en mi país,” students are given another scenario that 
could have happened close to home and write about it.

UTIL’s cultural elements will fit into almost any pro-
gram, and the variety of formats will be likely to keep stu-
dents interested. Students will prepare letters, blogs, film 
scripts, museum displays, charts, stories, brochures, and 
more, and instructors can easily adapt the activities to 
individual needs.

The cards could be used for individual, group, or project 
work in class for any level of technology available in your 
school. Teachers can make copies as handouts, make a 
transparency for the overhead projector, or use a docu-
ment camera. Students could take turns doing the ini-
tial research on the Web during class or work together 
in groups. They could also do the research and/or the 
writing at home. Students then could connect their writ-
ten efforts to developing speaking skills by presenting the 
material to the class, acting out interviews, and showing 
their art work and narrating it.

I think teachers will find the materials both useful and 
engaging, but will still need to pre-test the search words 
to be sure students get age-appropriate material. For 
example, card 15 on sports scandals assumes the search 
results for “escándalos + deportes” will have to do with 
drugs, but of course “escándalos sexuales” turned up as 
well!

UTIL is available directly from the publisher at http://
www.miraflores.org/ for $24.95 for one and $15 for addi-
tional copies.
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The Cemanahuac Educational Community offers a PNCFL member an opportunity to participate in a two-week 
language and cultural study in Cuernavaca, Mexico. Details can be found online at http://pncfl.org. The application 
deadline is April 10.

Cemanahuac Educational Community & The Land of Eternal Spring

Cuernavaca, the “land of eternal spring,” is home to the Cemanahuac Educational Community. Cemanahuac is situ-
ated in three large villas in the Las Palmas section of Cuernavaca surrounded by tropical gardens.

Cuernavaca offers a blend of modern and pre-Hispanic culture. The Tepozteco Pyramid at the city of Tepoztlan (above 
left), an amazing pyramid surrounded by vegetation, is just fifteen minutes outside of the city. The Cortes Palace 
(above right), built in the sixteenth century, houses the Cuaunahuac Museum with its collection of colonial pieces. 
Cuernavaca also boasts a number of natural hot springs, botanical gardens, and waterfalls. If the historical and natural 
attractions don’t tempt you, the shopping centers and the golf courses are sure to win you over.

F

Summer Study Scholarship Available 
Through PNCFL

or thirty-five years, the 
Cemanahuac Educational 

Community in Cuernavaca, Mexico 
has offered academic programs for 
Spanish language and Latin American 
studies. Their programs also include 
field-study excursions to archaeolog-
ical and historical sites in Mexico. 

Cemanahuac is offering a scholarship 
for a two-week study during summer 
2009 to a Pacific Northwest Council 
for Languages (PNCFL) member. The 
recipient can begin the program at a 
time most convenient for him or her.

The program includes four-hour lan-
guage classes taught by native Spanish 
speakers each day. Participants may 

also attend professional seminars, 
field trips, and conversation and 
vocabulary classes in the afternoon. 
Although there are several housing 
options available, most participants 
choose a home-stay experience to 
maximize cultural and linguistic 
learning.

The PNCFL Cemanahuac scholarship 
recipient can earn undergraduate 
credit or professional development 
units, and a portion of the scholar-
ship can be applied to some of the 
special graduate programs available.

The award of approximately $1,015 
includes registration, two-week 
tuition, double-occupancy hous-

ing with all meals, and one all-day 
field study trip. The recipient would 
be responsible for other expenses, 
including airfare, transportation to 
Cuernavaca (about $15 each way), 
a textbook ($35), and personal 
expenses.

PNCFL is now accepting applica-
tions for this scholarship opportunity 
until April 10. See the PNCFL home-
page at http://pncfl.org for additional 
information. To learn more about the 
Cemanahuac program, visit http://
www.cemanahuac.com.
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www.extension.washington.edu/k12/spanish
e-mail: acost@extn.washington.edu

Improve your Spanish through  
language immersion in La Antigua. 

Earn 6 UW credits and an  
unforgettable lesson in culture,  
history and Spanish language.

July 20 - Aug. 5, 2009 

The  
Guatemala 
Experience

Lynn Johnston, Spanish and French teacher at Alderwood Middle School in Lynnwood, Washington, explores the 
impact of free reading on students’ vocabulary. As part of her action research for the Western Initiative for Language 
Leadership (WILL), Johnston details her experience implementing free reading and its effect on student outcomes.

“My students look forward to 
Fridays in the computer lab.”

W

Surf ’s Up?
By Lynn Johnston, Alderwood Middle School

e don’t have students for 
enough hours to acquire 

a second language in the same way 
we do a first language. Students need 
ways to acquire additional language 
on their own, outside of the class-
room. According to language acqui-
sition researcher Stephen Krashen 
(2004), 70% of a literate person’s 
vocabulary comes from reading. A 
proponent of free voluntary read-
ing, Krashen (2008) stated that 
free voluntary Web surfing is also 
beneficial to language acquisition. 
As part of the Western Initiative 
for Language Leadership (WILL), I 
chose to investigate the impact of 
independent reading and Web surf-
ing in second language acquisition.

With funds from Scholastic book 
clubs, grants, parent donations, and 
my department, I established a class-
room library and provided time for 
students to read and surf the Web 
independently during class. I encour-
aged students to share words they 
discovered with the class.

I also implemented reading rou-
tines and procedures the first week 
of school. Students selected books 
as they entered the room, and they 
read two to three times per week for 
ten minutes each time. Once a week, 
students read in the computer lab, 
exploring Web sites in the target lan-
guage. The students recorded what 
they read in their reading logs, includ-
ing the name of the book or Web 

site, date, opinion, and two vocabu-
lary words with pictures to illustrate 
meaning. The reading log counted 
toward their grade, but there was low 
accountability. The goal is for reading 
to be enjoyable, not another task.

As students read, I patrolled occa-
sionally to make sure they are not 
doing homework or texting with 
their cell phones inside their desks. 
I also answered questions about 
word meaning. On most days, 95% 
of my students were on task reading 
independently. 

I surveyed the students four times 
during the year. The majority of stu-
dents (64%) felt that they were learn-
ing vocabulary from independent 
reading and surfing, and I observed 
students using words in class activi-
ties that they acquired from inde-
pendent reading. However, only 
about half of the students reported 
that they liked independent reading 
in the target language. If kids do not 
like to read in their first language, 
they apparently do not particularly 

like to read in their second language 
either. Students preferred exploring 
Web sites in the computer lab.

As a result of this action research 
project, I now expose my students to 
lots of good Web sites for indepen-
dent surfing in and out of the class-
room. My students look forward to 
Fridays in the computer lab to prac-
tice the target language. The students 
also find sites on their own at home 
and bring them in for extra credit. 
Surfing - in and out of my classroom 
- is definitely up.

References:
Krashen, Steven. (2004). The Power 
of Reading. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann.

Krashen, Steven. (2008). International 
Journal of Foreign Language Teaching. 
Retrieved March 2008, from http://
www.tprstories.com/ijflt/.
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Unique language immersion opportunities at PLU

www.plu.edu

Hong International Hall at PLU is a living/learning community 
which creates a supportive home and challenges residents 
to become fluent in languages and conversant with 
international issues. This unique opportunity is available 
for students currently studying, or wishing to study, 
French, German, Spanish, Norwegian or Chinese.

T

Teaching Literary Figures 
in the Spanish Immersion 

Classroom

Jenny Ferries teaches Spanish at Puesta del Sol Elementary School in Bellevue, 
Washington. She and Pacific Lutheran University Spanish professor Paloma 
Martínez-Carbajo teach immersion students the power of similes and meta-
phors, particularly in poetry, while building writing skills.

By Jenny Ferries, Puesta del Sol Elementary

eaching writing in the 
Spanish immersion setting 

to native English-speaking students 
presents a unique set of challenges 
and opportunities. As a teacher 
of writing, I rely heavily on Regie 
Routman’s optimal learning model. 
The optimal learning model relies 
on an “I do, we do, you do” model 
for teaching writing to students at all 
levels. In my experience, this model 
for teaching and learning is very suc-
cessful with students in the immer-
sion classroom.

Using the optimal learning model, 
the following lesson sample outlines 
a lesson exposing students to the 
simile, a third grade objective in my 
district. The overall goal is for stu-
dents to understand simile and met-
aphor and to use these literary ele-
ments successfully in their writing.

Because literary devices are most 
readily found in poetry, Spanish 
professor Paloma Martínez-Carbajo 
from Pacific Lutheran University, an 
invited guest, and I began the lesson 
with a general overview of poetry. 
We asked students questions such as 

“What is poetry?” and “Where can 
we find poetry in our lives?” The stu-
dents responded to our questions by 
connecting poetry with music. Some 
mentioned that poems can rhyme, 
and a few mentioned previous poems 
we had written in class as examples.

Next, Paloma shared some common 
similes like “as black as coal” and 

“as white as snow.” The students 
quickly became engaged and pro-
vided their own creative examples. 
Using the classroom Smartboard and 
the Internet, we showed students 
the Web page for Gloria Fuertes, a 
famous Spanish children’s author 
(http://www.cervantesvirtual.com). 
Familiar with this author, the stu-
dents were excited to examine “Cómo 
dibujar una señora” (“How to draw 
an old woman”). We read the poem 
together, stopping to discuss simi-
les and metaphors in the poem. This 
fifteen-minute Web activity built the 
background knowledge and context 
for students to be able to understand 
and write similes.

After reading the poem, I proceeded 
to the first step in the optimal learn-
ing model: teacher demonstration. 
I wanted to model my own poem 
using “Cómo dibujar una señora” 
as an example. I shared three topic 
ideas for my poem with students and 
chose “Cómo dibujar la luna” (“How 
to draw the moon”), because I could 
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Students learned to incorporate similes and metaphors in their own 
writing by modeling “Cómo dibujar una señora” by Gloria Fuertes.
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easily make comparisons for the 
moon. I shared these comparisons 
with students and told them my rea-
sons for selecting the moon.

I modeled the writing process for the 
students, sharing my thoughts and 
thinking out loud as I worked so that 
“students [could] observe the teacher 
planning, drafting, making choices, 
rereading, evaluating, revising, edit-
ing, and monitoring” (Routman, 
2005). This entire process helped 
them determine a successful poem 
topic.

I continued to think aloud and began 
to write verses for my poem based 
on comparisons I could create for 
the moon. I decided to begin with 
“redonda como una pelota de fútbol” 
(“as round as a soccer ball”), since 
my students know I am passionate 
about soccer. I wanted to proceed to 
talk about the brilliant reflection of a 
full moon on a dark night, but I had 
trouble thinking of a comparison I 
thought others would understand as 
well. I could see the students think-
ing to themselves and trying to offer 
ideas, but I reminded them that this 
was my time for writing, and I had to 
think through my ideas. I chose “tan 
brillante como una luciérnaga vol-
ando por la noche” (“as bright as a 
fire fly flying through the night”).  

Through the rereading process, I 
changed and added lines to my poem, 
but kept it short with four compari-
sons. My entire demonstration took 
five to seven minutes to complete an 
example I thought my students could 
easily produce.

After the demonstration, I asked 
two to three students to share their 
ideas and two comparisons for their 
object. I tried to selected students 

that usually have a hard time getting 
started, but all the students had won-
derful ideas and were eager to begin. 
Students worked through their rough 
drafts using a similar process to the 
one I had demonstrated.

Paloma and I walked around the 
room offering assistance and acting 
as springboards for students to share 
ideas. All students used the model 
“Cómo dibujar un/a _________” 
(“How to draw a/an _________”) and 
included three to four similes.

After quickly correcting the rough 
drafts, students began their final 
copies. We allowed students twenty-
five to thirty minutes to write a rough 
draft and complete their final copy. 
Many students wrote two or three 
poems during this time period. 

We saved ten minutes at the end 
of the lesson for sharing and cel-
ebration. Each child read his or her 
poem to the class, and Paloma and 

I commented on specific elements 
of the poem, such as a creative or 
unusual comparison or the creation 
of a more difficult rhyming poem.

These third grade students surprised 
Paloma and me with their creative 
energy and ability to form unique 
comparisons. The students loved 
this lesson and continued to com-
ment on it throughout the year. The 
open-ended structure of the activity 
contributed to its success; each child 
could create a poem at his or her lan-
guage level. From this point forward, 
my students began using similes 
more in their daily writing.

References:
Routman, R. (2008). Teaching 
Essentials. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann.

Routman, R. (2005). Writing 
Essentials. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann.
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Pepa Baéz-Ramos mentors 
teachers and leaders in 

Washington, Alaska, and 
Oregon.

E

PNCFL Honors Preeminent Educators 
By Bridget Yaden, PNCFL Past President

ach year, PNCFL recognizes 
preeminent educators in the 

region. State organizations nominate 
candidates, and an outside panel 
of language professionals reviews 
the nomination materials. PNCFL 
recognizes the winning candidates 
during their state’s fall conference. 
We congratulate the individuals who 
received PNCFL awards in 2008.

Outstanding Contribution to the 
Teaching of World Languages

Dr. Josefa (Pepa) Baéz-Ramos, cur-
rently living and working out of 
Seattle, Washington, was awarded the 
PNCFL Outstanding Contribution 
to the Teaching of World Languages 
Award. Pepa is an amazing mentor 
and leader for all language teachers 
in the Pacific Northwest.

Although originally assigned by 
the Spanish Embassy to serve 
Washington state, Pepa has served 
Alaska and Oregon as well. She has 
been an honorary board member 
of the Washington Juan de Fuca 
Chapter of the AATSP and has 
served actively on the WAFLT board 
for many years.

Pepa supports language teachers in 
many ways through her work at the 
Center for Spanish Studies at the 
University of Washington and the 
many free presentations and work-
shops she gives. Pepa has a unique 
way of making complex material 

accessible to teachers. The amount of 
letters above and beyond the required 
number that voluntarily arrived in 
support of her award nomination 
shows that Pepa has influenced many 
educators.
Pepa said the following about winning 
this award:  “Although my name is on 
this award, I feel as if I am accept-
ing it on behalf of the many friends 
and teaching reference models I 
have been privileged with which to 
work, share, and create in the quest 
for excellence in the field of language 
acquisition. Today, I feel a sense for 
the inspirations stated by the Roman 
poet Virgil on his epic poem Aeneid. 
‘While rivers run to ocean, while on 
the mountains shadows move over 
slopes, while heaven feeds the stars, 
a man’s praises and acknowledge-
ment and memory of the received 
favors must endure.’ I want to believe 
he meant ‘women,’ too.”

PNCFL K-12 Teacher of the Year

Renee Fritzen from Gillette, 
Wyoming, received the PNCFL K-12 
Teacher of the Year Award. Renee is 
a National Board-certified teacher 
of Spanish, having taught in Gillette 
since 1985. She has been a member 
of the Wyoming Foreign Language 
Teachers’ Association (WFLTA) 
since 1994.

Renee has taken students abroad 
several times and has successfully 
earned grants for teaching culture. 
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Left: Dr. Rachel Halverson placed 
her plaque for the Postsecondary 
Teacher of the Year award on 
her wall as a reminder to do 
“everything we can to improve 
foreign language instruction.”

Right: Renee Fritzen, who received 
the PNCFL K-12 Teacher of the 

Year Award, infuses her classroom 
with passion and creativity.

In her application materials, Renee 
describes her passion for creating 
lifelong learners in her students, 
helping them see the value of foreign 
language learning.

One example of Renee’s creativity 
and dedication is when she wrote and 
produced a bilingual play that her stu-
dents performed for the community. 
Renee’s glowing letters of recom-
mendation describe her as, among 
other things, “an ideal candidate,” “a 
kid magnet,” and  “enthusiastic”. 

Ray Verzasconi Northwest 
Postsecondary Teacher of

the Year Award

Dr. Rachel Halverson, a German pro-
fessor at Washington State University 
(WSU), received the Ray Verzasconi 
Northwest Postsecondary Teacher 
of the Year Award. Rachel actively 
serves her profession not only 
locally, having served as the presi-
dent of the Washington Association 
for Language Teaching (WAFLT), 
but also nationally, regularly partici-
pating in AATG and ACTFL confer-
ences each year.

She has worked hard at WSU to 
ensure that students meet their 

language requirement not by seat 
time, but by proficiency as assessed 
using the ACTFL standards. In addi-
tion to her many publications and 
presentations in her expertise of 
German literature, Rachel has given 
a variety of presentations in the area 
of language teaching.

When asked what the PNCFL recog-
nition means to her, Rachel replied, 
“I feel very honored to receive this 
award from PNCFL. It gives me a 
real boost to think about it when I get 
mired down in the daily craziness of 
budget cuts, too many commitments, 
and setbacks…I have the plaque on 
the wall right above my computer, 
and it serves as a daily reminder of 
this award and how important it is to 
keep doing everything we can to sup-
port and improve foreign language 
instruction in our region.”

PNCFL Nominee for ACTFL 
Teacher of the Year

Sandra Garcia received PNCFL’s 
K-12 Teacher of the Year Award for 
2007 and represented our region as 
a candidate for the ACTFL National 
Teacher of the Year at their 2008 con-
ference in Orlando. Sandra teaches 
Japanese at Forest Grove High School 

and Pacific University in Forest 
Grove, Oregon.

Sandra reflects on her experience as 
both PNCFL Teacher of the Year and 
her experience at ACTFL: “It [was] a 
very humbling experience to be asked 
by COFLT to apply for the PNCFL 
K-12 award. Even though I had been 
teaching for more than twenty-five 
years, I felt like I still had a lot to learn 
about the profession.

“When I actually received the PNCFL 
award, I wondered, ‘Why me? There 
are so many deserving teachers.’ Yet, 
I was also very excited to know that 
I was being honored for the work I 
had done, but with the honor came 
the realization that there is still a lot 
of work to be done. [...] I think the 
award has pushed me to work harder 
at being a good teacher. [My experi-
ence at ACTFL was] humbling, yet 
fun. I had the opportunity to meet the 
four other candidates, eat luncheon 
with the ACTFL delegates, be inter-
viewed by some awesome teachers, 
and receive a plaque from ACTFL 
while on stage in front of the Friday 
morning opening session crowd.”

Congratulations to all of our award 
winners!
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Alaskan students use their language and culture skills to raise awareness about 
the effects of climate change.

I

Ground Zero 
By Carissa Landes and Megan Haller, Students at West Anchorage High School

writing reports. The 
mayors wish to see results 
from their citizens’ direct 
action to improve the 
environment.

The Chukotkan students 
also conducted interviews 
with longtime citizens 
about the changing cli-
mate of Anadyr. The per-
mafrost on the tundra is 
melting at a considerable 
rate, and ice caves below 
ground are now caving in, 
destroying infrastructures 
built above. Although the 
warming temperatures 
may make everyday life 
more comfortable for the 
citizens, it remains a major 
environmental concern.

The Alaskan students 
traveled to Anadyr to col-
laborate with their Russian 
peers. The students 
exchanged interviews 
and discussed problems 

specific to their environments, such 
as melting permafrost and changing 
migration patterns of animals crucial 
to a subsistence lifestyle. Using their 
language skills, the students pooled 
their research to create an informa-
tive presentation in Russian and 
English on Arctic climate change for 
the 2008 Beringia Days Conference 
in Fairbanks.

During their trip to Anadyr, students 
participated in an ongoing cultural 
exchange. The Alaskans learned 
Chukchi, Yupik, and traditional 
Russian dancing. Master artists taught 
Alaskan students the art of crafting 
sun necklaces out of fur, leather, and 
beads. The Russian students showed 
the Alaskans their town and explained 

Continued on page 16…

Students at West Anchorage High 
School in Alaska use their Russian 
language and cultural skills to pro-
tect the environment and forge last-
ing friendships with peers in Anadyr, 
Russia. 

n fall 2007, West Anchorage 
High School students wrote 

a proposal to the National Park 
Service. The project, named Ground 
Zero, outlined a three-year plan of 
cultural and informational exchanges 
centered on raising awareness about 
climate change in the Arctic Beringia 
region, the area between the Russian 
region of Chukotka and Alaska. 
Russian and Alaskan students had 
noticed severe changes in their 
common Beringian climate. The 

students from both countries con-
ducted research and interviews in 
preparation for their two-week long 
group effort in Anadyr.

Alaskan students interviewed people 
exceptionally informed on the 
political, scientific, and sociological 
aspects of arctic climate change such 
as environmental scientists, ecolo-
gists, native elders, and the commis-
sioner of the environment in Alaska. 
The interviews with the Anadyr 
and Anchorage mayors, Andrei 
Shchegolkov and Mark Begich, led 
to the discovery that these local lead-
ers held coinciding viewpoints on 
environmental policy. Both strongly 
believe in taking action rather than 
merely discussing the issue and 
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Where the World Comes to Talk
 Hong International Hall

By Paloma Martínez-Carbajo
Pacific Lutheran University

ong International Hall (HIH) 
at Pacific Lutheran University 

(PLU) in Tacoma, Washington, could 
be defined as a “traditional residence 
hall with a global spin,” but HIH is 
more than that. An exciting and 

innovative venture that started 
nine years ago as an idea shared 
by faculty of the Department 

of Languages and Literatures at 
PLU, HIH has become, right in 

the heart of campus, an inter-
national hub for both language 

and culture learning and a 
home for conversation 

about global issues. A 
combined effort between 
Residential Life and the 

languages and literatures 
department, HIH creates 

an “on-campus living/learning 
environment for students interested 
in languages, cultures, and interna-
tional issues” (“International Hall 
Resident Assistant” 1).

Although language and literature 
faculty had discussed the idea for 
HIH during department meetings 
in the past, the help and support of 
Residential Life solidified the pos-
sibility. Residential Life offered genu-
ine commitment to make this dream 
a reality, and a small task force was 
created in early winter/spring 2003. 
A group of Residential Life staff, 

students, and faculty met biweekly to 
develop the idea of a residential hall, 
which would house several language 
wings and a wing devoted to global 
studies. After laying the groundwork 
through a number of surveys, focus 
groups, and public meetings with stu-
dents, PLU piloted a Chinese wing in 
Hinderlie Hall during the 2003-2004 
academic year. 

A group of brave Chinese language 
students, led by a collaborative and 
courageous resident assistant (RA), 
was the main focus of attention 
during that first challenging year. 
Throughout that time, the task force 
met frequently to address current 
issues while developing the concept 
of a hub where students of multiple 
languages and cultures, following the 
United Nations model, could live and 
coexist. Notwithstanding the usual 
setbacks, the hard work paid off, and 
the experiment was a success. The 
following year, PLU launched an all 
residence hall in Hong Hall. Since 
then, the Chinese, French, German, 
Norwegian, and Spanish language 
wings, along with the transitioning 
international honors wing, have been 
part of this ongoing endeavor.

Since the inauguration, HIH has 
increasingly become the center of 
attention at PLU. Of particular note 
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Hong International Hall 
creates a space for students 
to experience what it means 

to live in a global and 
interconnected community.

is the key role that the resident assis-
tants (RAs) play in helping to create 
a language and cultural immersion 
environment that provides the 
residents with an experience similar 
to studying abroad. The document 
“Hong International Hall Faculty/
RA Working Relationship,” states 
that RAs, in addition to “hanging 
out with residents in a meaningful 
and intentional way” on a weekly 
basis (2), have to develop a series of 
well planned monthly activities that 
“encompass at least one of the fol-
lowing six areas: Service, Leadership, 
Inquiry, Diversity, Health & Wellness, 
and Faculty Involvement” (2).

In other words, RAs continue to 
work on PLU’s mission of “seek[ing] 
to empower students for lives of 
thoughtful inquiry, service, leader-
ship and care - for other people, 
for their communities, and for the 
earth” (“PLU 2010” 1). Because of 
the collaborative nature of the hall, 
the relationship between the RAs 
and the faculty is essential to the 
success of the HIH community. The 
RAs, who select themselves through 
a specific application, are fully aware 
of the importance and responsibility 
of living in HIH and anticipate being 
an active part of this project.

All in all, HIH and its task force 
continue to work on establishing a 
full linguistic and cultural immersion 
environment, reinforced by commit-
ted RAs, where students can experi-
ence what it means to live in a global 
and an interconnected community. 
HIH aspires to create an environment 
propitious to dialogue, understand-
ing, (dis)agreement, and idea sharing. 

It strives to maintain its core values 
of being open, welcoming, and inter-
dependent while bridging the college 
curricula with learning opportunities 
beyond the classroom and creating a 
strong sense of community.

References: 
PLU 2010: The Next Level of 
Distinction. (2003). Tacoma, WA: 
Pacific Lutheran University.

International Hall Resident Assistant 
Job Description. (2004). Tacoma, WA: 
Pacific Lutheran University.

Hong International Hall Faculty/RA 
Working Relationship: A Guide to 
Expectations. (2007). Tacoma, WA: 
Pacific Lutheran University.
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Ground Zero
Continued from page 12…

the history of various landmarks. The 
visiting students gave a presentation 
on Anchorage and West Anchorage 
High School. Students also went on 
two excursions to the local museum, 
where they learned about the cul-
ture and history of Chukotka. The 
students from Alaska were also for-
tunate enough to experience the fes-
tivities of Russian Independence Day. 
During the celebration, the entire 
Ground Zero group danced in the 
cultural square. Over the two-week 
trip, students learned much about 
each other’s culture and way of life, 
furthering a sense of international 
cooperation and friendship.

As a group, the students dedicated 

their time to improving the envi-
ronment. Both groups took the first 
step by cleaning up their local areas. 
The Chukotkan students improved 
local parks, and the Alaskan stu-
dents cleaned up creeks in the 
Anchorage area. At West Anchorage 
High School, members of Ground 
Zero are also a part of the youth 
organization Green Team, Alaska 
Youth for Environmental Action, 
and Anchorage Waterways Council. 
Ground Zero participants pledged to 
volunteer a minimum of five hours 
of environmental community ser-
vice, and they agreed to take other 
actions such as recycling, reducing 
energy consumption, and exploring 
vegetarianism. A more challenging 

pledge aims to create cleaner energy 
laws and policies by writing to gov-
ernment officials.

Ground Zero fosters an informational 
exchange and lasting international 
friendships. The 2008 Beringia Days 
Conference in Fairbanks will further 
improve the shared environment. 
The level of commitment of each 
participant will lead to the project’s 
success, and Ground Zero stands to 
inform the world about the changes 
occurring in the Arctic climate while 
protecting the environment.


