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Hello, and thank you for coming to today’s presentation, Creating Joy Through 
Conversation and Learning: Virtual ESOL Conversation Groups. I would also like to 
thank ULU, for supporting this program.



A big 
thank you to:

Shenzhan Liao

Angelina Anzalone

Magdalena Johnson

Joe Munson

Alicia Reyes

Lee Wells

Amy Willis

Before I begin, I would like to thank the amazing volunteers and Hunters Point Staff 
who have contributed and staffed this virtual program series, and helped ensure its 
longevity and success! Having hosted on a weekly basis since May 16 [skipping only 
holidays], we held 40 sessions as of May 1, and are continuing strong, as we head to 
our 1 year anniversary next week, and it could not have been done with them! Their 
names are: 

I also want to give a special thank you to Shenzhan Liao. who was the first volunteer 
on board with this idea, and who helped brainstorm, shape, create, and co-run this 
virtual program. Unfortunately, she was unable to make today’s presentation, but 
please note her amazing contributions to this program series. 



A big thank you 
to:

Volunteer Services Department

New Americans Program 

I would also like to thank our library’s volunteer services department and New 
Americans programming, for providing integral support in getting this program series 
started. 



What is an ESOL 
Conversation 

Group?

My first question to everyone today is, What is an ESOL Conversation Group? What 
are some of the first things that you think about? 

If you are thinking of a classroom setting, scratch that out! In ESOL Conversation 
Groups, there is no grading and there is no exams. Our goal is not to test people, but 
to assist people in practicing English and becoming comfortable with the language. 
Besides being a place to learn and practice another language, it is also a place to 
gather socially. This is an opportunity for people to meet others in their communities, 
learn about other cultures and traditions, as well as creating last connections with 
others!



Pre-Pandemic:
In-Person

Saturdays in the morning

Volunteer-Led [1  volunteer per session]

To give a bit of background about ESOL at Hunters Point.

Before the pandemic, we had started a small group, that was headed by Shenzhan 
Liao, our volunteer. These programs were in-person, and held on Saturday mornings. 



Library Shutdown

Shortly after, the library shutdown, along with all of our programs, including the ESOL 
Conversation Group.

As it became a bit more apparent that the shut-down was going to be lasting for much 
longer than anticipated, I reached out to Shenzhan, and we decided to transition the 
original program style to a virtual realm. 



Why have an 
ESOL 

Conversation 
Group, in the 

virtual world?

So, the first question is, why have have an ESOL Conversation Group in this virtual 
environment? Why not wait until we are back in-person? 

Typically, my answer focuses on the following: Even though there is a pandemic, it is 
more than ever important to provide this necessary service. Practicing English is an 
ongoing skill that takes constant practice, and for many, the pandemic restricted 
interactions that do provide these daily practices. For example, going to the store and 
asking for assistance, or going to the doctor’s for an appointment were limited. As 
such, it was important to us to continue to provide this necessary service. 

In addition, this is also an opportunity to connect and engage with our communities, 
as well as afford people a space to socially interact. For many, the pandemic was, and 
is, a socially isolating experience, which is harmful for all parties. As such, providing 
an outlet where attendees could talk about their lives, feelings, and thoughts was an 
emotional benefit as well. [anecdote]



In-Person Virtual

What’s the Difference?

Now that we are on-board with virtual ESOL Conversation Groups, there are of 
course, the 2 versions of in-person vs virtual.

Both have their pros and cons, and it is important that both are extremely beneficial to 
an English Language Learner.

Some differences include aspects of technology involved: In an in-person setting, 
technology is not a necessary aspect of the learning experience You can walk in, and 
join the event. For a virtual experience though, the digital divide becomes apparent. If 
someone does not have the necessary technology, is technology literate, or has 
someone to assist them at home, it becomes extremely difficult for them to get 
involved in the program.

However, in a virtual experience, your community is not limited to only your local 
neighborhood. For instance, for our conversation group, while we are locating in the 
Hunters Point Neighborhood, many of our attendees are from all over the city, all over 
NY, and we even have  [and currently have] international attendees. In addition, 
people are no longer restricted by commuting times. For instance, prior to the 
pandemic, if you wanted to attend you had to physically arrive at our branch at a 
specific time. For some, this is not convenient. Life happens. Job, childcare, errands. 
As such, a virtual experience means you can attend from wherever you are, and at 
your convenience. I remember us having an attendee actually enter the event, during 
her lunch break at work!



Other differences include staffing: In an in-person setting, like our pre-pandemic 
programming, we were able to have one staff/volunteer host and run the program. 
Anytime conversation practice was in play, we could assign various individuals to chat 
with one another. In a virtual setting, this is a bit more difficult. We find that having 2 
staff/volunteers in, at any given point, is imperative to ensure everyone gets equal 
speaking time.

In terms of level, for our virtual experience, based on how we organized it with 2 
facilitators, our event is able to be open to all levels. However, in an in-person setting 
[especially with only 1 facilitator], having groups set by level is more feasible. 
Otherwise, people who are too advanced or just beginning might potentially stop 
attending. 

Lastly, in terms of attendance, in an in-person setting, you are always going to be 
restricted by how many people can physically fit in a room. In a virtual setting, while 
communication can more difficult, while done well, you can set the limit based on your 
resources/staffing. We find that a limit of about 20 per 2 staff/volunteers is a good 
registration amount. 



Goals

To help people :

practice speaking English

feel comfortable speaking English

feel comfortable asking for 
assistance, when speaking English

And most importantly, have fun!

However, both definitely have the same goals.

When I train additional staff and volunteers as they join our program, I express the 
following goals:

We are here to give an opportunity for people to practice speaking English [anecdote], 
feel comfortable speaking English [anecdote], feel comfortable asking for assistance 
when speaking English [anecdote], and having fun!

Overall, we are here to provide a  judgement free zone where our participants can 
enjoy themselves. 



Personal 
Experience

Benefits
Meeting new people and learning 

about other cultures

Virtual Programming Experience

Opportunity to work with volunteers

From a personal experience, I also found this experience to be extremely rewarding 
and engaging, and would recommend to anyone else who is interested.

During this time, I have had the opportunity to virtually meet new people and learn 
about other cultures. By having these conversations with our attendees, I think I have 
a greater perspective about the world, and have made new friends along the way.

In terms of virtual programming experience, this is vital. As many of us know, 
communication works differently in these new virtual spaces [for example, when there 
is no video, how do we gauge feedback, dealing with technology issues while running 
a program, the dreaded audio echo, etc.]. By conducting these programs on a weekly 
basis, I have had the opportunity to work on communicating effectively in a program 
setting, seeing what works best, and adjusting to create a quality experience. 

In addition, if you had not had an opportunity to work much with your volunteer 
services department prior to the pandemic, this is a great opportunity to do so. Our 
group started as 1 staff member and 1 volunteer, and has since grown to include 4 
staff members and 4 volunteers. 





How to get started?

Now to the fun part: How do we get started? 



What works 
best for staff 

and attendees? 

The first thing you should always consider is scheduling.

For any learning experience, consistency is key for both growth and attendance. As 
such, we agreed to host these sessions on a weekly basis, skipping only holiday 
weekends. However, we do stress to attendees that there is NO requirement to attend 
every session.

The reason we did this, is that we wanted to wave away the preconception that if you 
miss one session, you cannot attend any of the later sessions. In addition, once 
again, we understand that life happens and that attendees have other obligations. As 
such, we want to ensure that people know that people can jump in, whenever is 
convenient for them. As such, this helps to contribute to an easygoing “vibe” and 
helps the attendees feeling relaxed- knowing that they won’t be tested or be required 
to have any prior knowledge. But, they also know that we will be there for them, every 
week, keeping with consistency and them knowing what to expect. 

As I mentioned earlier, we started with 1 staff member and 1 volunteer, which has 
since grown to 4 staff members and 4 volunteers, which we rotate in a schedule. As 
such, both staff members and volunteers will only be hosting 1-2 times a month, 
versus every week. You don’t necessarily need such a large group of people, but 
having others participate as facilitators is important for a variety of reasons.



First, it gives less chance of having to cancel programs due to unavailability, as there 
are always back-ups, co-hosts, and others. I will proudly say, we have scheduled 40 
sessions and have never had to cancel one. By having different facilitators rotating, it 
also gives us the ability to revisit old topics with different perspectives. 
In addition, it limits the possibility of burnout from both staff and volunteers. From May 
to August, Shenzhen and I were the only ones running the program, and while we 
love it, we understood that to ensure its longevity, we needed other interested 
facilitators.

In each session, I highly recommend having 1 staff member and 1 volunteer 
co-hosting together. This allows for co-support during a program [for example, if a 
tech issue happens, the program does not need to stop!]. As we’ll see in  a later 
portion of this slide deck, have 2 co-hosts gives us the ability to act out questions and 
dialogue, thereby giving attendees a frame of reference of how to respond to similar 
questions. Lastly, because we have 2 co-hosts, we are able to split into breakout 
rooms, 1 with advanced and intermediate, and 1 with intermediate and beginners. As 
such, we have the ability to widen our level requirements, allow for more participants 
to join [1:15 versus 2:15], as well as more one-on-one speaking time. 



Technology

Closed Virtual Platform 

Allow for breakouts

Allow for Privacy Controls

Registration Available

Now that your scheduling and staffing is set, technology is an important factor.

When I say closed virtual platform, I mean a conference meeting platform/events 
space. For us, we use WebEx Training, but I know other systems have Zoom and 
GoTo Webinar, etc. 

When getting your system set up, some things to consider:

First: If you follow our format, make sure your system allows for breakout rooms! This 
is imperative, to ensure that there is always time for more informal talk.

Registration is available, and it is available in the platform itself: This is important, as, 
while the virtual space does allow for more participants, it is important to be mindful of 
just how many attendees are your staff/volunteers capable of working with. As such, 
for our sessions, our max is 20-25 registrants. In addition, registration in the platform 
itself does make it easier, as participants can go directly to a registration link, rather 
than emailing coordinators, etc. 

Lastly: Privacy controls is super important in ensuring a safe space for your 
participants, to speak freely. 



Privacy!

Names 

Video

Content

As I always say, everyone deserves privacy in the digital realm!

We always aim for people to not share personal information, but in the cases that 
people do, ensuring privacy controls are in place is imperative to making sure that 
your virtual space is a safe one for all parties. 

In terms of names: Depending on your platform, if you are able to have the ability to 
hide the names of attendees from other attendees, I highly recommend that you do 
so. If someone reveals information about themselves, we don’t want to make easy for 
people to track who that was. Finding people online, when you have both a first and 
last name, is very easy. 

Video: For our sessions, unless you are one of the co-hosts [staff/volunteer], we 
actually turn off video for all participants. At the start, we did this to ensure privacy, 
and also when we were worried at the beginning, of people sharing inappropriate 
content. As time went on, we realized that it helped the attendees as well! People are 
not always comfortable sharing their video.  If no one has video on, there is no 
pressure to do so from others. At times, I’ve noticed that people treat it like a group 
phone call, which for many of our attendees, they are more used to!

From a staffing perspective, if staff do not feel comfortable, I make sure that they too 
know they don’t have to share their video either.

This is important, because especially in a virtual setting, if you are uncomfortable, it 



becomes very apparent to those watching from the other side of the screen. As such, 
we want to make sure everyone is at their optimum level of comfortability. 

Content: Be mindful of questions. At the end of the day, we don’t know who is joining. 
It is great to have fun questions, but don’t be extremely specific. For instance, we 
don’t want people revealing their addresses/ locations [i.e. I live across from Blank 
school], or other personal info, like immigration status. At the end of the day, we don’t 
know who is joining, and it is important that our space is safe.

And lastly, while it seems obvious, never record. 



Outreach

● Pre-& Post-Session:
Registration Links

● Existing Networks

● Word of Mouth

● Calendar  

Now, outreach for any virtual program is important to making sure that it is successful.

For us, we have an email list that we send our registration links out to, on a weekly 
basis, of people that have previously attended/registered for our events. My typical 
schedule is M-W-F or T-Th, depending on when I can get the email out.  If you do 
email, make sure you BCC everyone, so that no one’s email is being shared.

Existing Networks: For us, we still had some of the contacts of attendees from our 
In-person ESOL Conversation Group, so we shared this info with them. 2 of my 
volunteers have been involved in ESOL classes and conversation groups prior, so 
they too sent this information out to their networks.

Word of Mouth is extremely important too. We have had people attend, because they 
heard from a friend or family member about the program. As such, providing a quality 
program is imperative every time.

Calendar: We are able to have our event listings on our QPL Calendar, which is 
extremely helpful as well!



Optional:
Staff

Coordinator

Creating Events in Your System’s 
platform  

Organizing Rotational Schedule

Outreach 

Now, before the program even starts, you do need to have events/stats entered in 
your system’s platforms. If you have additional volunteers and staff involved, it is 
important to also create a rotating schedule. In addition, if you have an email list that 
you send registration links to, this role would allow for that.

For this, there are 2 ways to coordinate this:

You can split the duties amongst the involved staff members, or designate a staff 
member to also double as the coordinator. In our case, I double as the staff 
coordinator.

 For each session, you should have 1 staff member and 1 volunteer operating the 
session.
For each session, you should have 1 staff member and 1 volunteer operating the 
session.



Co-creating questions- ask them 
what topics they like!

Joining the conversation!

Volunteer

Co-creating questions- pick topics YOU 
like

Running the tech, during the session

Joining the conversation!

Staff Member

In a session, as I’ve mentioned before, once we’ve started, we always have one staff 
member and one volunteer.

As you can see, duties are really similar! The only additional task that I give to staff is 
running the technology, during a session. We do this because, on our end, staff are 
the ones who have access to our organization’s conference meeting platforms. In 
addition, we are already asking a lot from our volunteers, so we want them to focus 
on enjoying and facilitating the conversion.

Now, how did I get a range of staff and volunteers interested, in being involved? One 
of the key elements was making sure that people knew the difference between an 
ESOL Conversation Group and an ESOL Class. For many of the staff members, when 
I first broached the idea of expanding to include additional facilitators, they thought I 
was asking them to do the latter, and grade/test attendees. Once I clarified what the 
group actually entailed, staff were amenable to the concept and eager to join.

 For each session, you should have 1 staff member and 1 volunteer operating the 
session.
For each session, you should have 1 staff member and 1 volunteer operating the 
session.



Part 1: Part 2:
A Topic

Now, we keep referencing sessions. What does each session actually entail?

First, we have a topic, that is typically accompanied by 6 questions. 

Then, the session is split into 2 parts.

In part 1: The staff member and volunteer will “act” out each question and a viable 
answer, and then ask an attendee to also answer the question. This is very 
moderated, and we call on people individually. Typically this is 30-40 minutes long.

In part 2: We split the group into 2, and have a more freeform type of conversation. 
Typically, this is 20-30 minutes long. 



Pre-Program Meeting

● Co-create questions

● Reconnect with your 
scheduled volunteer

So now, you’re ready for your ESOL Session!

I always recommend the staff member and volunteer who are scheduled to co-host 
together should have a pre-program meeting, the week of. This is an opportunity to 
co-create questions, so that both parties have a say in what they want to ask/talk 
about. 

However, it is also important, as it helps to create rapport with your volunteer that you 
are assigned to. Especially in our case, since we are on a rotational basis, volunteers 
are switching between staff members, and are not always assigned to the same 
individual. As such, it might come up where you have not seen the volunteer you are 
assigned with that week, for 2 months.

As such, this gives you an opportunity to reconnect with your volunteer, so you are 
both comfortable with each other, before the program itself. 



On the day of your program, if you have people who have registered, make sure to 
send the reminder [which can often be done in the virtual platform itself].

We always open the program at least 15-20 minutes beforehand, and we screenshare 
a slide, like the following.

We do so, so everyone is fully aware of what the program will be like. 

We always officially start the program, 5 minutes in, to give people an opportunity to 
join in with their devices.

At about 3 minutes in, I usually like to give library announcements, as well as reiterate 
how the program will be structured. This is extremely important as, since it is not a 
class setting, some people might be returnees but you will also have new attendees, 
who this is their first time. Reiterating what the program’s structure is [for example, 
mics muted at beginning, no video, 2 portions, etc.] is important to make sure 
everyone is on the same page and also to feel comfortable and ready about the 
session. 

GOOD MORNING!
TODAY‘S THEME: 
GOING TO THE 
SUPERMARKET

WE WILL START AT 11:05 AM!

Before we get started:

1. When you join, you will be muted at 
the start. We will unmute you. 

2. You will only be sharing your audio 
today.

3. We will be splitting into 2 groups, 
based on levels, later in the session. 



Technology: Content

Once the program starts, the staff member and volunteer will “act” out each question 
and a viable answer, and then ask an attendee to also answer the question. This is 
very moderated, and we call on people individually. Everyone is muted, until we call 
them to answer a question. This is mainly done to limit audio echoes/interference. In 
addition, it gives attendees, when they are called on, the space to be able to speak 
clearly and be heard clearly, by others. 

We use a platform called Miro to get this conversation board together, but you can 
use Google Slides or others that you can screenshare. The main concern is that you 
show the questions, and you show potential answers. 

The reason why we used a comic strip format, is that universally, when we see a 
comic, we know it is a dialogue. So when we would ask a question, we would move 
the appropriate pink sticky note over the responding individual. Implicitly, it is 
noticeable that the Blue post- its are all questions, and the pink post-its are all the 
answers. 

When the staff member and volunteer act out the question, it is important that we say 
potential answers that are applicable. In addition, on the pink sticky notes, we also 
write additional options that are also possible. We have found that giving options is 
vital to getting attendees to feel comfortable. An attendee would be able to use 
context clues of what they heard [from us acting out the conversation] and what they 
see [the pink sticky notes]. 



Depending on how many people are attending, we might only have 2-3 attendees 
answer, per question if there are a lot of people, or have all attendees answer each 
question if there are not as many attendees that day. The reason we do is to ensure 
that everyone gets equal speaking time during this moderated conversation portion, 
and so that we will have time to move into the unmoderated breakout conversation 
sessions. 

However, the only question that is exempt from above is “HOw are you?” That 
question is asked to every attendee at the start of the group- The reason being that it 
is an extremely accessible question to our attendees, shows that we care and respect 
them, and also gives them a comfortable starting point to enter the session. If we 
went straight into other questions that they might not be as familiar with, it might make 
attendees feel uncomfortable/unconfident. As such, how are you is always asked first, 
and to all. In addition, for returnees, it gives us an opportunity to check in and see 
how they are doing, based on information they shared last time [like, how are your 
classes going? How was your trip?, etc.] 



Moderated Conversation

Volunteer: Asks Question #1 to Staff Member

Staff Member: Answers question. Proceeds to 
ask participants Question #1

Staff Member: Asks Questions #2 to Volunteer

Volunteer: Answers question. Proceeds to ask 
participants Question #2.

Volunteer: Asks Question #3 to Staff Member

Staff Member: Answers question. Proceeds to 
ask participants Question #3.

1

1

1

1

1

2

2

2

2
2

1

2

As I have said, the questions are extremely moderated, for this first session.

At the start of each question, the staff member and volunteer will quickly demonstrate 
the question, before asking participants, and so on and so forth. When we call on 
people, we always say their name and re-recite the question. This gives people the 
opportunity to think about the question and have forewarning that their mic will be 
unmuted. 

The order is very dependent on what is more comfortable for each person. For our 
sessions, as you see,  we do the following:

Volunteer: Asks Question #1 to Staff Member
Staff Member: Answers question. Proceeds to ask participants Question #1

Staff Member: Asks Questions #2 to Volunteer
Volunteer: Answers question. Proceeds to ask participants Question #2.

Volunteer: Asks Question #3 to Staff Member
Staff Member: Answers question. Proceeds to ask participants Question #3.

Etc. 



Break Out Rooms

Second Half:
Once the moderated conversations are complete, we move to the Second Half: Using 
the breakout function, we split the group into 2: typically, we base it on levels [so 
advanced and intermediates are in one group, and intermediates and beginners are in 
the other group]. The staff member will take one group, and the volunteer will take the 
other group. 

These conversations are much more freeform. Sometimes, the conversations will stay 
on topic, or will veer into other interests of our attendees. That is ok! This is the area 
where attendees can dictate and really practice that back and forth dialogue.

I have found that in Advanced and Intermediate, the attendees will often take the 
conversation and facilitate on their own. That is ok, and that is great! In these cases, 
staff and volunteers are there to help push the conversation, if there is a lull.

For intermediate and beginners, there is a need to be a bit more moderated. 
Typically, I will direct and ask questions to specific individuals and, based on their 
answer, continue the question to another. For example, if Emily says she likes 
pancakes, I might ask Sarah, if she likes pancakes as well, or does she like another 
breakfast food. While it is more moderated, this gives the feel of a back and forth 
conversation, while not putting the pressure on attendees of who will answer first. 



Using the breakout function, half of our group will go with our staff member and the 
other half will go with our volunteer. We often split between “Beginner and 
Intermediate” and “Intermediate and Advanced”



Post-Program

● Review how session 
went

● Reconnect with your 
scheduled volunteer

● Next event

After the program, I highly stress that the staff member and volunteer should 
reconvene at the end of the session. It can be for 10 minutes, but this is useful on 
reviewing how the session went, and where we can improve.

In addition, this is a spot to once again, reconnect with our volunteer, as well as 
remind about upcoming sessions they are scheduled for.



Creating Growth

As people return, they are also growing in their English conversation skills. We have 
people returning on a weekly basis, and it is extremely heartwarming to hear people 
progressively improving or becoming more confident in their speaking abilities.

I recall 2 participants that joined at the same time, and at the start, one would give 1 
word answers and another said she only wanted to listen. Over time, both have 
become more open, chatty, and engaged during these conversations. And, their 
English has improved, subsequently. 

Growth also occurs in the information side as well! I remember an attendee who 
recently learned about Juneteenth, and proceeded to tell other attendees about that 
day and what it means in American history. This past year’s Day of the Dead, we had 
an attendee tell others what the customs and traditions are. I myself learned about 
libraries in other countries, and how they function. As such, growth occurs on multiple 
levels in these conversation groups.  



Creating Connections

Overall, these sessions have been able to help create connections and friendships 
between community members and us, at Hunters Point. Even if we have not met in 
person, and for our attendees, I have not seen how they look like, we have been able 
to forge positive connections and friendships. Over time, as people return, we really 
do get to know and care for our attendees. 

In these tumultuous times especially, these sessions were an opportunity to not only 
practice, but to interact and share on an emotional level. I recall, at the beginning of 
the pandemic, one of our topics related to how we were coping. Attendees were able 
to share how they were feeling emotionally and physically, in a safe space, and while 
heartbreaking, was also a moment for us to care for each other, regardless if we were 
the facilitator or attendee. 

As such, we are happy that this virtual series has created these lasting connections. 



Conversation Groups in NYC Libraries!

Queens Public Library: Search QPL English Language Conversation Practice 
Session in Calendar

Brooklyn Public Library: 
https://www.bklynlibrary.org/english-conversation-groups 

New York Public Library: Search Virtual English Conversation Hour under Events

https://www.bklynlibrary.org/english-conversation-groups


Resources for Attendees

New Americans Program at QPL: 
https://www.queenslibrary.org/programs-activities/new-americans 

Easy World of English: https://easyworldofenglish.com/

Rocket Languages: https://app.rocketlanguages.com/library/JlMGVkMzA

Transparent Language: 
https://library.transparent.com/queensny/game/ng/#/login   

https://www.queenslibrary.org/programs-activities/new-americans
https://easyworldofenglish.com/
https://app.rocketlanguages.com/library/JlMGVkMzA
https://library.transparent.com/queensny/game/ng/#/login


Questions?



Contact:

jwong@queenslibrary.org


