
Coastside Hope ESL Volunteer Manual 
 
 
About the program  
 
Coastside Hope’s ESL program officially launched in September 2015. While other ESL programs have been 

offered in the area over the years, most were informal, unstructured, and often couldn’t meet the needs of 

the lowest level learners.  

 

Curriculum objectives 

Our learner population generally does not need to be fluent in academic English with perfect grammar and 

spelling. Instead, we have designed a communicative curriculum that is heavily based in everyday 

competencies, with a particular focus on reading and speaking. Our curriculum is mostly structured around 

the objectives assessed by CASAS, but customized to meet the needs of our students.  

 

CASAS  

CASAS is a standardized assessment system. It is used specifically to certify language and basic skills 

proficiency, with the objective of successful participation in the workplace and community. The content of 

CASAS assessments is based on everyday scenarios— understanding job related concepts and activities, 

reading medicine labels, asking store hours, taking a phone message, and much more.  

 
About our learner population  
  
Our learners are all Spanish-speaking immigrants who reside in Half Moon Bay, either at the Moonridge 
residential complex or elsewhere. The majority of the students are women, and most are between 25 and 
50 years of age. Almost every student has children. Many have been in the US for ten years or more but 
have not had access to English-language education nor worked amongst English speakers.  
 
The students are friendly, happy to be in class, and very cooperative. They love to have fun while learning, 
while making an earnest effort on their work. Volunteering with this program is a rewarding experience.  
 
Ability range  
Most students in the program have a basic level of literacy in Spanish, with stronger reading skills than 
writing. Some students know fewer than ten words of English, and are entirely unaware of English 
phonemes and sound-letter correspondences. The highest level of students we accept are those that are 
able to have a basic, limited conversation about a familiar topic, with various errors that may impede 
successful communication.    
 
Challenges  
Our students face a number of challenges beyond the typical struggles of a language learner. Many of these 
are in turn challenges for us. Students may contend with:  
 -Job and family responsibilities, including childcare 
 -Ongoing health issues  
 -Inadequate education; lack of metacognitive skills and learning habits  
 -Low confidence and anxiety about English, sometimes from recurrent past experiences  
 -Heavy “fossilization” of errors and vocabulary due to long-term use of survival language  
 



Volunteer roles  
 
 Three main areas in which volunteers can help our ESL program: 
 
 
 
In-Class Administrative Support   
 
During class, the instructor needs assistance with:  
 -Noting attendance and tardiness on spreadsheet 
-Obtaining information from new students on intake days 
-Tracking which CASAS assessments remain to be taken by each student 
-Marking tests and inputting test marks  
-Proctoring CASAS assessments  
- Ensuring class documents are backed up regularly  
-Assisting with class materials: putting up posters, sorting papers, some prep work on occasion  
-Occasional instructional support  
- Check in with previously absent students—return prior work and provide materials 
-Miscellaneous work on class-related administrative projects while class is in session 
 
This role is for one person.  
 
  
Instructional support  
 
Throughout the class, there is a need for assistance with:  
-Monitoring student work and giving targeted feedback  
- Modeling effective communication  
 
This volunteer will be aware of which students need the most support 
and will aim their support toward this group. During class time, 
students will occasionally be separated into groups for differentiated 
instruction, supporting the lower level students and challenging the 
stronger ones. The instructional support volunteer instructs one of these groups.  
 
This role is for one to two people.  
 
 
 
 
Special projects  
 
Outside of class time (generally at the Coastside Hope office), 
assistance is needed with various preparatory tasks as we build 
lesson materials to be re-used in the future. This includes 
laminating, cutting and sorting papers, copying, etc. Curriculum related documents may need to be edited, 
transcribed, or organized. There is always organizing and marking to do! There is occasional need, as well, for 
research related to the program—to find out about available resources for students, to learn more about other similar 
programs, and more.  
 
We strongly encourage in-class volunteers to assist with special projects whenever possible.  
 
 
 
 

Requirements for this role:  
-Available Mondays 5:30-8:00 PM 
- Basic computer skills (Excel) 
-Spanish helpful but not required 
-Four-month minimum commitment 

Requirements for this role:  
-Available Mondays 5:45-9:00 PM 
-Some background in education, particularly 
with low-literacy populations  
-Basic Spanish necessary  
-Willing to receive initial training and feedback  

Requirements for this role:  
Varied 
 



 
Instructional Support: Approaches and Practices  
 
 
Language grading  
Grading, or simplifying, our spoken language is the most important skill for instructors of ESL, particularly at the 
lowest levels. From the Minnesota Literacy Council:  
 

English learners have a limited capacity for listening comprehension. Think of it as a language jar. Once the jar is full, they 
can’t take in any new information. Minimizing teacher talk means not only limiting the number of words you use, but also 
thinking about which words you use. Here are some speaking tips to aid in communicating with your learners:  
-Use gestures, mime and facial expressions to help clarify meaning. 
-Slow down, but don’t talk down to your students. 
 -Enunciate, so learners are able to distinguish where one word ends and the next one begins. 
-Avoid idioms. Have you ever realized how many idioms in American English come from sports?! 
-Use simple words whenever possible, for example, “give me your papers” instead of “hand in your papers”.     Multi-word 
verbs are more difficult for beginners to understand. 

 

Additionally: Emphasize key words. Pause between sentences—learners need processing time! Try to avoid saying 
anything that would be difficult for you to understand in a language you’ve studied.  
 
 
Observe the following sentences:  
 

“Just have a seat wherever you like and we’ll get started pretty soon.” 
 

“Let me know if you have any trouble.” 
 

“It’s just a different tense, not a big deal.” 
  

“Take a look at the first part, try it on your own, and then we’ll go over it as a class.” 

 
Even spoken slowly, these would be nearly impossible for our learners to understand. How might you grade your 
language to successfully communicate the ideas expressed above?  
 
 
Skills to focus on; how to correct speaking and writing  
Even the most talented and dedicated language learner should not strive for perfection; successful communication is 
the main goal, particularly in our program. We must be selective when giving our students feedback, giving only 
enough corrections for students to process, understand, and apply to later work. Corrections should first focus on any 
target grammar that is being practiced. 
 
Language of instruction 
For those who speak both English and Spanish, it is important to be conscious of which language we use in the 
classroom. While it may be appealing for volunteers practice Spanish, this is not the objective of the program.  We want 
to immerse the students in the target language (English), and have them experience success in English 
communication. On the other hand, we want to avoid wasting time and causing anxiety in students by insisting on 
using English when it is clearly not working. We should aim for the majority of class communication (not just teacher 
talk) to be in English.  Be on the lookout for every opportunity for successful English communication.  
 
Training for Instructional Support Volunteers  
Occasionally during class, the instructor will gently step in on an interaction between a student and volunteer to 
model language grading and presentation, for the benefit of the student and observing volunteer. During their first 
session (sixteen weeks), new instructional support volunteers will receive a few minutes of formal feedback after 
class ends.  

Instructional Support Volunteers Only 


