Virginia Allison


1) An intercultural interaction and its significance?

In 1995 I directed a two-month, grant-funded radio project in Cape Town, South Africa. I co-produced two documentaries about life under apartheid (which had ended the year before) and taught radio journalism to people who, until then, had been denied access to the white-government-controlled airwaves. I also wrote a comprehensive set of training materials.

I spent my time with people from a variety of ethnic backgrounds: Xhosa speakers, East Indians, Afrikaners, and people of British descent. I have always been sensitive to the subtleties of verbal and physical communication, and in this multicultural environment my antennae were aquiver. Surprisingly, it is an exchange with a white, native-English speaker that stands out in my memory as a particular cross-cultural challenge. 

Sue, my co-executive producer, was like me in many ways: age, gender, educational background, political leanings. We soon became friends as well as colleagues.

One weekend she asked me whether I wanted to head to the beach, visit a winery or go to a botanical garden. I cheerfully replied, “I don’t care. Whichever you want.”

She became oddly silent, and it wasn’t until a couple hours later that she admitted I’d hurt her feelings. I was stunned; how? It turns out that my use of the American idiom “I don’t care” — signaling agreeableness in the US  — was insulting in South African English. I was miserable and embarrassed about hurting her, and a little angry that she thought I’d be capable of being cruel. 

I apologized. I asked her what those words meant in her culture. I explained what they meant in mine. We discussed her cultural reasons for not telling me sooner. We both listened and learned, and soon all was well again.

The experience shattered an assumption I didn’t know I held: that people who speak the same language and have similar life experiences are less likely than those with greater differences to encounter cross-cultural hurdles. I learned that a common tongue does not predicate a common understanding. I also learned that, no matter how attentive I am, I will make such mistakes, and I believe I’m not alone in that. 

Since then I’ve found that — through mutual humility, openness, curiosity and goodwill — there are paths from difficulty to understanding, and I’m excited about SIT’s dedication to teaching about conflict transformation. And though I still become self-critical when I make an unwitting gaffe, I do my best to focus instead on what I’ve just learned about the other person. It’s possible that we stand to learn as much (if not more) from these challenging moments as from the tidy ones.

2) Why SIT? My goals? How will the MAT degree help?

Here is a sweeping view of my goals: At 55, I’ve had a wealth of rewarding professional and personal experiences, and through all these years I’ve managed to stay involved with intellectually challenging, imaginative and socially relevant projects. Now that my children are grown, I can shape my future with a freedom I’ve never had. I want to move into a profession that builds on and branches from my existing skills, knowledge, principles and passions. I seek work that stimulates my mind, allows flexibility and creativity, and makes a positive difference in the world. And I want the opportunity to travel and to learn about other cultures. 

It’s no surprise that TESOL has always tantalized me more than any other field. Each facet holds allure: 

· Teaching: The thrill of taking part in dynamic learning experiences; helping people gain essential competency; the variety, with no two days alike.

· English: The beauty and beastliness of the language; the challenge of taking it apart and reassembling it, to discover how an ESL student might perceive and learn it. 

· Speakers of Other Languages: The establishment of relationships with people from other cultures; the chance for continual and deep learning from each other.

When I’ve imagined my possible future in TESOL, I’ve always seen SIT’s MAT program at the head of the trail there. The school’s environment and the design of its curriculum foster my primary educational goals.

· Its practical, innovative, experiential, comprehensive curriculum will allow me to gain skills, experience and insight that I need to launch into the profession with competence and focus. 

· Its emphasis on real-world experience in conjunction with theory — as well as its educational climate that promotes flexibility, creativity and interaction — is optimal for my particular learning style.

· The encouragement of student reflection on their own evolving education process will help me grow emotionally as well as professionally, as I find my own sense of place in the field.

· The social atmosphere of acceptance, encouragement and humor will enhance learning and lead to lasting personal friendships and professional relationships

· The focus on learning from one another will keep my eyes and my mind open, strengthen community, and enrich my understanding of the dynamics of human communication.

· Its international reputation, outstanding teachers, and success of its graduates fuel my belief that I will find rewarding work after I complete the program.

· The extended SIT graduate community will be a vital source of ongoing, mutual support long after I’ve had to bid farewell to the hills of southern Vermont.

I will be proud of my MAT degree because of the learning, experience and social principles it represents. With it, I will have opportunities for travel and cross-cultural interaction that would otherwise be out of my reach, and I will be empowered to contribute to society in new ways. 

3) Personal qualities and experience? Language teaching experience?

After visiting the SIT campus last week, I realized that its environment is an ideal fit for my personality. I believe that our year together will bring mutual benefits; in trying to articulate why, I turned to friends for help. They describe me as:

· Creative and funny.

· Having extremely high standards. You’d happily tie yourself to the mast of a sinking ship if it would help the project. Tenacious.

· Persistently curious. Intellectually omnivorous.

· Sensitive ... perceptive ... open-minded.

· Naturally able to make strong and lasting connections with a wide variety of people.

· Willing to take chances and laugh at yourself.


In the classroom, these characteristics manifest constructively: I listen well, participate without dominating, maintain an awareness of and respect for others’ feelings, find humor and imagination in useful places, am truthful yet diplomatic, and am spirited. 

My lifelong fascination with culture underlies every word in these essays. The choices I’ve made — from the topics I’ve explored in radio programs to the places I’ve chosen to travel — all have been rooted in the same soil: an abiding interest in the lives of everyday people around the world.

I’ve been involved with a stimulating diversity of professional projects, mostly in media and the nonprofit sector, ranging from a documentary about one small town’s secret language, to a Web site about genetic science. Most of my work relates to human experience and folklore as seen through the lens of personal stories. The skills and sensibilities I’ve developed along the way are so assorted that they resist being assembled in a single place. So I’ll highlight two of many that have direct applicability to teaching:

1. Interviewing: At first glance, interviewing and teaching may seem to have little in common, but in fact both interviewer and teacher rely on similar communication techniques, as they: establish social context, seek to reduce affective filters, navigate sensitively through personal terrain, listen actively, respond with mental agility, inspire imagination, prompt memory, honor cultural heritage, and more.

2. Project management: I’ve always had to be strongly self-directed and to keep a focus on the Big Picture while attending to details. My project management skills include defining objectives, establishing schedules, overseeing a team and maintaining quality: important in the classroom as well.

I’ve developed and taught workshops and tutored individuals in radio, writing, Web development, and even Irish dance. (And of course there were all those years volunteering in my daughters’ classrooms.) I am a newcomer to TESOL. The three classes under my belt have provided the beginnings of a theoretical grounding. For four months I’ve volunteered with Refugee Transitions, going to the home of a 57-year-old Bhutanese refugee to tutor her in English.

If admitted to SIT, this summer I plan to brush up on my Spanish and to visit some ESL and other language classes, to observe different teaching methods and styles. A few days ago, for example, I attended a Maidu language class in which I was intrigued by the teacher’s weaving of vocabulary with cultural context, and his way of delivering Maidu truth through humor: “You don’t use this word but rarely. It’s too powerful. If you do you will die, and if you die it’s not my fault. I’ll be sad because the classes will get smaller, but you’re on your own.” Language is indeed power!
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