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It was September 2020 when I was informed by the 
Binational Center I work for, in Bogotá, Colombia 
that I would back up some Alumni activities, among 
them extracurricular ones that were developed with 
social responsibility programs. That is why, I started 
to work with Access students, not as the headteacher 
(dad or mom) but as the extracurricular activities’ 
leader (auntie). Being there, listening to students 
in different contexts, seeing how they interacted 
among them and basically sharing time with them 
changed my mindset in three different ways.

GOING THE EXTRA MILE
I have always thought that as teachers, we are 
constantly learning. To teach a class, you should go 
and check the content of the lesson on your own, you 
should self-assess and see if you really understand 
a topic and look for strategies to make yourself 
understood once going over it with your students. 
But what happens when there is no content, no 
grammar, no pronunciation feature to teach? When I 
started working with Access, I found myself in front 
of a group of students who already knew grammar 
features, pronunciation aspects, and language 
principles. They all were finishing their second year 
as Access program students and therefore they were 
able to use the language properly most of the time. 
At this point, I did not have anything to teach them 
and that was not part of my role, either. They knew 
many things about English but needed to be taught 
something beyond this, more thorough, something 
that went beyond, something that could match life 
lessons and experiences.

At first, this task was not easy; what to teach, how to 
do it, and of course how to focus my attention on the 

person in the most inner dimension of the student. 
So, I had to go my extra mile and seek what they 
really needed. What was it that was going to stay 
with them even when they forget to conjugate the 
verb for third-person singular in present simple? 
One of their biggest desires was to listen in their 
conversations, having an impact on their closest 
community. Hence, I learned that being an auntie 
for them was not just to teach them a lesson, or 
to plan a workshop, but to show them the way to 
achieve their dreams. I had to learn to step aside 
and seek help from professionals such as leaders, 
psychologists, entrepreneurs that could guide our 
paths beyond the classroom. 

PUTTING THE BALL ON THEIR COURT
But that was not all that I learned as an Access 
auntie. Listening to their stories, experiencing their 
ups and downs gave me a big lesson as well. As a 
teacher, you develop a clear mindset as a speaker, 
and you are used to having the lead of the class 
displayed by the teacher talking time. And that is 
complemented by my personality, I usually like to 
listen, and even though I listen, I mainly focus on 
being the speaker of the conversation when I talk 
to people. However, this Access family taught me I 
had to be the listener and even when I wanted to 
express myself first, I had to see how important it 
was for them and for me to let them talk first. Being 
the listener was empowering for them and inspiring 
for me.

I learned that they could take the lead of the 
conversation without me being there before. I 
learned that I had to put the ball on their court and 
see how they could come up with their own moves on 
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the field. And this taught me the value of autonomy 
which means that they were capable to do things 
on their own without me being always there, the 
power of teamwork was revealed. The fact of talking 
first and feeling the ball on their court helped them 
open their hearts and minds and, from their peers, 
from themselves, they could learn way more than 
what I could teach if I talked first. That meant, they 
could be the ones starting to move the ball on their 
court and determining its path, the leadership of the 
match, and even the league. 

NOT JUDGING A BOOK BY ITS COVER
Not only did I learn to communicate with them 
effectively but also l acknowledged the fact there 
was a whole big universe in everyone, one that 
cannot be seen at first sight. My first encounter with 
them was tense, however, I must confess it was not 
because of them but mainly because of me. I had had 
the chance to share with Access students in camps 
and activities, but I had never had to be the leader 
of something like this. Through their Zoom videos, 
I could see bored faces, not interested ones, daring 
ones, and even some sad ones. I heard my boss 
introducing me to the group and asking people to 
turn on their cameras, a routine that I also started 
doing in my own sessions. But I need to be totally 
honest, I found it difficult to relate to them, some of 
them were interested but there were a lot who just 
did not seem to be into having these activities and 
even I felt they made up excuses for not following 
instructions. Although I thought they just did not 
want to be there, I kept treating them the same, with 
enthusiasm and I gave my best to be understanding 
with all the situations they told me they had faced. 
I started to call them by names and even chatted 
with them on a more personal basis and surprise, 
surprise!! The “reluctant” students I saw once, were 
the most participative ones in the sessions, the shy 
ones had the best ideas for projects and the list 
might be endless if I tell you here all the amazing 
leaders, friends, and people I could get to meet 
when I saw beyond the book cover. Some of them 
are now an active part of our Alumni network and 
they are involved in social responsibility activities 
as volunteers guiding other students’ experiences 
and I am so glad to see their astonishing work, how 
they connect with peers and, I just feel so blessed 
that I had the opportunity of being an Access auntie.
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