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Episode 94: Local Professional Organizations with Becky Peterson, Kelly Scheetz, and Luis Deocares
 

Stacey Margarita Johnson:  [00:00] This is "We Teach Languages," a podcast about language teaching from the diverse perspectives of teachers.

[00:06] [background music]

Stacey:  [00:06] I'm Stacy Margarita Johnson. Today, on Episode 95, we are going to discuss local professional organizations and a few good reasons why we should all be more involved, including advocacy, awards, and professional development. Three things that I think all of us, as language teachers, are interested in.

[00:36] Our first set of interviews for this episode were recorded at the fall Tennessee Foreign Language Teaching Association Conference near where I live in Nashville, Tennessee. I got to speak with two of the officers of the TFLTA, Becky Peterson and Kelly Scheetz, about some of the benefits the state‑level organization has for teachers.

[01:01] [music]

Becky Peterson:  [01:04] I'm Becky Peterson. I have been a board member of TFLTA multiple times now and am the second vice president. I'm planning the conference for next year. Outside of TFLTA, I've been teaching French for 18 years in and around metro Nashville.

[01:21] I currently am at Vanderbilt University teaching Intermediate French and working with our preservice teachers.

Stacey:  [01:29] I know you don't have a lot of time because we're running between sessions. We're actually at the Tennessee Foreign Language Teaching Association Conference in Franklin, Tennessee.

[01:38] This is our state‑level organization. I was hoping you could tell me why should people be a member of their local organization?

Becky:  [01:47] That's a great question and one that I'd love to answer. As somebody who's been a member for a long time, I think that our state‑level organization the primary vision and mission that we have is to advocate for world language teaching at the local and state level.

[02:08] Also, to support teachers out in the field. The way that we do that here in Tennessee is that we have our large state conference. This is our 50th anniversary this year. Then we have regional conferences as well so that we're really thinking about how we're connecting to teachers out in the field who, for one reason or another, can't make it to Nashville.

[02:32] We have some mini‑conferences in the summer as well. One of the primary fall side that we have this year is the state is rolling out new standards. For this particular conference, we have multiple sessions talking about how these state's standards will affect what's happening in K12 education.

[02:55] Also, we have a K16 articulation panel this year because we also feel like there is a need to connect to college and university higher ed and what we're doing in language classrooms there. For many people in their schools, they may be one of a handful of world language teachers. This is another way for them to network and connect and see...to get ideas, really.

[03:24] To share resources. That's one thing. For me, personally, one of the reasons I've gotten engaged with TFLTA years ago is I feel a strong responsibility to help new teachers navigate what it means to be not only a world language teacher but somebody who can contribute back to their profession. I like when I can get some of those newer teachers here.

[03:53] Now, 18 years in, as somebody who is mid‑career, I love the networking that happens here with colleagues from so many different venues. This is a place where I feel like we are known and we're accepted. This kind of home for us.

Kelly Scheetz:  [04:13] I'm Kelly Scheetz. I have several different positions, jobs. I teach Spanish at Franklin High School. I also serve as the director for the National Sociedad Honoraria Hispanica of the AATSP. I am currently serving as first vice president in Conference Chair of TFTLA, the Tennessee Foreign Language Teaching Association.

Stacey:  [04:37] I just admire so much how active you are in the profession. How can people get involved in their local organization?

Kelly:  [04:46] With TFTLA, I think it's fairly easy. The main thing that we are known for and that we have every year is this annual conference. Members can also nominate, to be nominated, self nominate to serve on our board. Our board does a lot of the behind‑the‑scenes work that helps us get to this point of having the conference each year.

[05:05] We have language contest, we advocate and help try to educate our members of things that are going on at the state level and also advocate for our members at the state level. Working really closely with TEA, the Tennessee Education Association, when we need to. We also have connections with our state Department of Education too.

Stacey:  [05:27] I think that is so important. What does that advocacy work look like?

Kelly:  [05:32] Most recently we were very actively trying to pursue what was going on with the Seal of Biliteracy in the state of Tennessee because we looked at the Seal of Biliteracy statements. It said that something was in the works, but we didn't know what. When it was first adopted back in January, we were one of the ones pushing it saying, "What does this mean?" because it was very broad.

[05:49] Now they have defined that for us. We know exactly they can do this, this, or this. They can receive the Seal of Biliteracy so now helping to communicate that to our school districts and our teachers individually. That's one of the good ones that having the annual conference does is it brings everybody together. You're making those connections, and you're seeing what's going on.

[06:08] You're not just in the sessions, but you're also networking, meeting people, and remake those connections and others. [laughs]

Stacey:  [06:16] I ran into my undergraduate advisor when I walked in, it was wonderful.

Kelly:  [06:19] I'm thrilled. This is the first year, I have two former students who are here as first‑year teachers this year.

Stacey:  [06:25] Oh, my goodness.

Kelly:  [06:26] It's exciting.

Stacey:  [06:27] That's wonderful. I have to say that's one thing, that I've only been here a few [laughs] hours so far. I've had coincidence after coincidence because I went to college in the state. I went to grad school in the state. I spent most of my teaching career somewhere else, but a few years ago I came back. Being here at TFLTA feels like all of those relationships are available to rekindle.

[06:48] All the people I learned from I can still continue learning from them. It's a pretty cool feeling.

Kelly:  [06:52] I'm from further south, but I've been here for 17 years. I'm remaking some of the same connections of what I've seen every year. We didn't have TFLTA Conference last year because ACTFL was in town two weeks later. We just merged. Now we can see everybody that we haven't seen in two years or didn't have time to talk to last year with the craziness of ACTFL.

Stacey:  [07:12] Ah, that's wonderful. Is there anything else that you think people should know?

Kelly:  [07:16] We are looking every year. We look for candidates for our board. The other thing I guess to add that TFLTA offers, ACTFL is divided into regions. When you look at the ACTFL Teacher of the Year, you see four or five teachers from every region that are being nominated for that. The regional teachers of the year come from the states, so we are your state‑level ACTFL.

[07:38] Being involved at our level, the person who's going to be recognized tonight as our Teacher of the Year she will go on to compete at SCOLT. Were she to be chosen at SCOLT, she would go on to be at ACTFL. That's an excellent opportunity to get involved at your state level if that's some of the aspirations you have.

[07:53] I look at these people who are very active in ACTFL but don't come here. It's like, "You'll never have that opportunity.

Stacey:  [08:00] [laughs]

Kelly:  [08:00] You are the Teacher of the Year for sure, but until you get really ingrained here to be recognized as Tennessee, we are what our members make it.

Stacey:  [08:07] I love that. "We are what our members make it." I also love the idea of coming to the conference as a presenter. Maybe your first few times you come to the conference, it's just as an attendee but at some point stepping it up and presenting. Then, after you've been a presenter for a while, thinking, "Well, now I need to step it up, be involved in leadership, and take some responsibility for making the conference great."

Kelly:  [08:28] That would be me with the encouragement of a very involved colleague who pushed me all along the way. [laughs]

Stacey:  [08:33] That's wonderful. Well, thank you so much...

Kelly:  [08:36] You're welcome.

Stacey:  [08:36] for taking the time to chat with me. I know you're so busy today.

[08:40] Listening to Becky and Kelly talk about why we should be involved at the state level reminded me of a couple of our previous episodes. I'm actually going to play some clips from those because they happen to be two of my favorite [laughs] episodes. The first one is Episode 13 with Noah Geisel. He was the ACTFL Teacher of the Year at the national level.

[09:03] In my interview with him, he talked a little bit about how that national Teacher of the Year recognition started with his state‑level organization. Let's listen to Noah talk a little bit about that experience.

[09:18] [music]

Stacey:  [09:19] You were the Teacher of the Year.

Noah Geisel:  [09:24] Yeah.

[09:25] [laughter]

Stacey:  [09:25] I'm so impressed with that. Will you tell me a little bit about what that process was like, how it happened, how you became ACTFL's Teacher of the Year? What year was it?

Noah:  [09:35] 2013. Besides my wife saying yes when I proposed, it's definitely the coolest thing that's ever happened. It starts at the state level with your state language teacher association, which you should all be members of.

[09:50] An amazing woman, Elise in Oklahoma, told me the story that, when she was a first‑year teacher ‑‑ I think she said it was in the '70s ‑‑ that she went to her Oklahoma Foreign Language Teacher Association Conference for the first time. The guy doing registrations said, "Welcome. Are you excited to be here?" She said, "Yeah." "Are you a member of the organization?" She said, "No, sir." [laughs]

[10:10] He said, "Well, are you a professional teacher?" She said, "Yes, sir." He said, "Well, professional teachers are members of their professional organizations."

[10:17] I thought that was really one of the best stories I've ever heard and really just drove home for me why it's so important to be a member of our organizations that are our voices. Hopefully, you already are a member right now, googling your organization's address to go ahead and sign up as a member.

[10:37] It started with just going to the CCFLT, the Colorado Congress of Foreign Language Teachers Conferences, learning from others, and then started presenting myself when I thought I had things to share that people might like. Then was encouraged by another former language teacher, [inaudible] Tyson, to put my name in the hat. That's the first step is getting over your own impostor syndrome.

[10:58] Most of our teachers of the year, the secret people don't know is, you self‑nominate because it's a lot of work. It's like national board certification where you wouldn't wish that upon someone. Someone has to really want to take it on. There's a portfolio component, letters from other people, your video of yourself. It's a lot of work that you have to be willing to take on.

[11:19] Have the audacity that, if you think you're doing stuff that's worth your being recognized, put your name in the hat. If you don't get it this year, put it in again next year. Wait three years. Put it in again. You become your state‑level teacher of the year. Then you go represent your state at your regional conference. In my case, Southwest COLT. In your case, it would be SCOLT out of Tennessee.

[11:40] At that point, you're entering into a competition if you will with the caveat that there are no losers in that competition. Everyone there is awesome. The regional organization has this amazing opportunity to select someone who's going to be the most awesome representative for the region at the ACTFL Teacher of the Year competition.

Stacey:  [12:04] I love how much passion and enthusiasm he has for his state‑level organization. I happen to know, just from following Noah on social media, that he is even more involved now with his state‑level organization and is always advocating on their behalf.

[12:19] Also, Episode 48, which was my interview with Lesley Cioccarelli, an English teacher in Australia, she discussed a little bit about some of the language policy challenges in Australia and how different organizations are advocating on behalf of language learners and language learning. I asked her what advice she would give to people who are interested in becoming more involved with advocacy.

[12:50] Like many of our guests, her advice came back to getting involved at the local level. Let's listen to Lesley from Episode 48.

[13:01] [background music]

Lesley Cioccarelli:  [13:03] In Australia, it would be joining your local professional association, which usually they've got the word ATESOL, so A for Association of Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages. There's one in each state and territory in Australia. Then we have an umbrella body called ACTA, the Australian Council of TESOL Associations.

[13:24] A lot of the professional development gets done at the local level, at the state level. They do advocacy in their local state governments and the advocacy across the whole of Australia for representing English teachers. The concerns of English teachers gets done by the Australian Council of TESOL Association. My advice would be please connect with us.

Stacey:  [13:46] Now, I'm sure you noticed that Lesley didn't only talk about advocacy. She also mentioned opportunities for professional development. That brings me to our next guest, Luis Deocares, who was interviewed by our own Maris Hawkins when she was at her local professional organizational meeting last fall. Luis is the president of GWATFL.

[14:13] They had a chance to get together to talk a little bit about what members can expect when they get involved with GWATFL.

[14:21] [music]

Luis Deocares:  [14:21] I'm Luis Deocares. I am a Spanish teacher at the National Cathedral School in Washington, DC. I'm also GWATFL president. GWATFL is the Greater Washington Association of Teachers of Foreign Language, which is a non‑profit organization focused on advocacy and professional development for the language teachers here in DC but also teachers in Northern Virginia and Maryland.

Maris Hawkins:  [14:47] How long have you worked with GWATFL, and how long have you been the president?

Luis:  [14:52] I've been involved with GWATFL for about maybe four years or so, maybe five. I lost track.

[15:01] [laughter]

Luis:  [15:01] I attended one of the conferences here. I used to work at International School here in DC for many years. I wasn't aware actually of GWATFL. Then I got invited to one of the conferences later when I started working here at the National Cathedral School. I started to become involved, and now I'm president. I've been president since 2015.

Maris:  [15:23] That's wonderful. You mentioned that GWATFL has conferences. How many conferences does GWATFL have a year?

Luis:  [15:32] We organize two conferences. One is in the spring. Another one is in the fall. Usually, the fall conference is in early November. Our spring conference is usually at the end of April. The next one is on April 27th here where I am right now. I'm at the National Cathedral School where I work. Those are the two conferences that we do.

Maris:  [15:55] That's wonderful. I always love going to the National Cathedral School in the spring because it's right by the cathedral. It's a really gorgeous setting.

Luis:  [16:05] Yes, very nice grounds. The cathedral has gardens, a great school. The past conference, too, at Norwood, was really nice, too. I don't get to go there very often, but the grounds were very beautiful. It was great to be there. It was good to see you there, too.

Maris:  [16:21] Yes, definitely. I think that's another nice thing about local conferences, especially GWATFL because it's held at different schools as opposed to some of the bigger conferences, which are held at convention centers. It's nice to go and see local schools and see how each individual school does things a little differently.

Luis:  [16:44] Absolutely. That's definitely one of the interesting things about your local organizations. They are local. Because of that, we have an idea of in general what local, what their needs are. Again, these are from this area. Not everybody, but a lot of the presenters are local, too.

[17:09] They are the ones presenting on issues that are relevant to them as well and things that they are discovering or they are finding some success and that they feel like others could benefit from as well. That makes it also a very good opportunity for them to network. In a conference like this conference, too, you could see the same faces sometimes.

[17:34] You go to one of the conference in the spring. Then you go to the fall. You're able to go to both, great. Then you get to see similar faces, too. I know several colleagues who have met in this conference. They get to see each other again. Some of them get to be even invited to come to each other's schools.

[17:50] They'll serve each other, which is a great environment in that way to have local people meet and share experiences and learn from each other.

Maris:  [18:00] Yes, I agree. I've been to ACTFL and NECTFL as well. At those conferences, sometimes you'll meet up with people that you know, and you've talked to, and you've seen, but at GWATFL, each time you go, you see the same people. You really cultivate more of a relationship with people in the area.

Luis:  [18:19] Right. Exactly. There is a more familiar vibe. I like the big conferences too. There is something interesting about those too, but sometimes it could feel overwhelming and a little bit lonely. A lot of schools have very, very limited resources for professional development.

[18:38] That's another thing. With local conferences, they are right there. When it comes to transportation, at least, as you said to one of the GWATFL conferences, you can walk there. You can take public transportation. You can drive, set reasonable time to drive or to get there.

[18:57] The resources are not always enough that schools can provide for you to take a plane ticket or train or go farther away. Hotel room can be kind of pricey. A lot of these big conferences are also held in convention centers. They could be very steep.

[19:16] For the conferences, themselves, I'm sure that the prices would be almost...It's very difficult to keep a price that is affordable for everybody. Sometimes, your school can allow you to go to only one conference a year. If it's one of the large ones, and they have to be able to provide opportunities for everybody. There are not resources for everybody.

[19:37] It's really difficult, while the local conference is as much easier to send several people. Many times, teachers have to pay it from their own pockets as well. I think many, many times, it's from their own pockets.

[19:48] At least, our conferences in the area here, we try to make them as affordable as we can so that the costs for the teachers, in general, are as low as possible. That's why we try to even have breakfast together, lunch. That also helps with a familiar vibe too. We're having breakfast together. Then we go to our sessions. Then we eat together. We have lunch.

[20:11] We even had music for the last two conferences. We decided that it would be fun to have some sort of musical performance that is pertinent to us as language teachers. It's been fun to have those too.

Maris:  [20:24] Yes, I agree completely. I love to start with music. I really like both musicians and groups of musicians that you all have had have been local musicians. I think that's extremely important. I agree too about the price.

[20:40] I was talking with Sarah Elizabeth. She was writing a post on the future of conferences. One thing that she noted was sometimes presenters have to pay extra to present if they need, for example, a projector or if they need a screen.

[21:00] I mentioned GWATFL. I said the wonderful thing about GWATFL is it's so affordable if you present. Not only does it give people an opportunity to present at a smaller setting, it makes it even more affordable for people to go as well.

Luis:  [21:19] Yeah, I agree. We try to encourage local teachers to present. For many teachers actually, it's the very, very first time that they present. We have had several teachers who have presented for the first time. Many of them have been encouraged by their peers, or by us, or by me.

[21:37] If I see somebody even on social media, I say, "You know what? What you're talking about seems very interesting. Have you ever considered presenting?" They are like, "Oh no, I'm not that good to present."

[21:48] Sometimes, they see presenters or even people who share things on social media, they see them as these gurus or people who are way above yourself. In general, people realize in these small settings that we're all language teachers. We're all trying to work on this. We have similar challenges. The ideas that somebody have could help others.

[22:13] Then some of the teachers that have presented for the first time a couple of years ago, they have come back again. They have had really good reception from their colleagues here. They're very impressed with what they do.

[22:24] They thought it was nothing that we're doing, that it wasn't worth sharing because it wasn't that interesting or that relevant. It turns out that it is. Sometimes, the things that we're doing, we take for granted that they can be meaningful for others as well.

Maris:  [22:41] Well, thank you so much for talking to me today and for giving us a little more insight about GWATFL.

Luis:  [22:49] No problem. Everybody is welcome to come and to present as well.

Stacey:  [22:56] If your interest has been piqued and you are considering becoming more active in your local professional organization, I have put several items in the show notes that might be helpful for you.

[23:09] One is to the ACTFL website where they have a list of all of the affiliate organizations, all of the state‑level organizations, all of the regional organizations, and all of the language‑specific organizations that are affiliated with ACTFL. I also linked to the tesol.org list that lists all of the regional TESOL organizations around the world.

[23:36] [background music]

Stacey:  [23:36] If you happen to be in Australia, we already heard from Leslie about how to find your TESOL organization there. If you're somewhere else, you might do a bit of googling or check out the list that I posted in the show notes.

[23:48] We would love to hear how you're involved with your local organization. Please reach out on social media, we are on Facebook and Twitter @weteachlang, or you can find us on our website, weteachlang.com. Use our contact form or leave a comment on any of the episodes.

[24:10] Thanks so much for listening. Buh‑bye.
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