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Country...Iowa 

 “What country are you from?” I asked.  I grabbed my pretty, newly sharpened yellow 

pencil I had been given and posed, ready to quickly scribble down whatever answer he could 

give me. De, a 34 year old Burmese refugee, sat across from me in the middle school lobby.  He 

was here to participate in the same English language program that his children were enrolled in 

at school.  I had been assigned by the site director to interview him and rate his ability to speak 

and understand English. 

After my question, De nodded, blinked, and looked down at his hands in his lap as if they 

would give him the answer he was searching for.  He wore a dark blue jacket to fend off the cold 

winter day. His short black hair was brushed forward. A smile tugged at the corners of his lips, 

then stretched across his tan, freckled skin. His dark eyes shined.  

He had a youthful appearance and seemed excited to be there. When he walked through 

the wide lobby doors off of the yellow school bus that brought the students, his face beamed. He 

looked as though he was constantly happy and easy-going.  

     “What...country...are...you...from?” I repeated the question, tugging on each syllable, trying 

to allow my words to cross the space between us, hoping they would somehow solve the 

language puzzle in his mind.  

De nodded. He smiled again. It seemed to be a smile of understanding. Instead, he 

stammered, “...Country? Country...Iowa.” His deep brown eyes and his smile seemed to radiate. 

He felt proud he could offer an answer. 



     “No, where did you used to live... before... Iowa?” I replied slowly and patiently. I’d been 

assigned to interview this man to assess his ability to speak English, but all he could 

communicate to me was his name and the names of his two children. With my pencil, I circled 

the zero on my chart, signaling he needed to be in the first level of the language class. 

He is not alone in his struggle. 

 

At 8:45 in the morning, I trudged across the slush in the parking lot toward the old brick 

building and entered the green school doors. I stood around in the bright lobby for a few minutes, 

not sure of who to talk to, waiting for my volunteer assignment. A cluster of middle school 

students hovered around the lunch table in the corner on my left, speaking English, talking and 

joking around together.  Straight ahead of me, adult men and women sat on a bench along the 

white wall in a row. They wore a colorful arrangement of hats and coats.  

I made eye contact with an elderly man. Not wanting to be rude, I quickly glanced back 

down. His brown winter hat hugged the gray sneaking out from underneath. His skin was a 

beautiful deep tan color. He was silent, sitting next to his wife, waiting to be told where to go for 

their classes. His wife wore a bindi, a small red dot, in the middle of her forehead. The bindi is a 

popular beauty and spiritual mark among Hindus of Southeast Asia. Her hair was black, frayed 

and graying slightly at the roots.  

Another middle aged woman with a part down the middle of her brown hair spoke 

Spanish rapidly at her young daughters, her native language whipping off of her tongue as her 

children darted around the column chasing each other, full of energy and delight. Oddly, this 

sound comforted me. As a Spanish major, I’ve studied the language for about seven years, 

including five months in southern Spain. I understand the process of learning another language, 



and I still feel like my skills are never quite polished enough. What must it be like to move to a 

country where you cannot communicate at all? Not only can they not communicate, they can’t 

even understand the interview questions. The diversity in each of the cultures represented along 

the wall created a beautiful contrast. 

 

I walked down the long, empty hallways of the school, heading towards my classroom. 

Signs in both Spanish and English lined the walls, showing directions to the library, cafeteria, 

and other academic wings of the building. Red, yellow, blue and purple paper stars hung from 

the ceiling of the classroom. A long white number line served as a border where the walls met 

the ceiling. Seven wooden tables were squeezed into the room. In the front of the classroom, four 

large, open windows at the top of the wall showed the great blue expanse of the sky outside. 

Jen was the teacher of this level one English classroom. She was middle-aged with dark 

brown, wispy hair and glasses. She works for the Des Moines Public School district as an 

elementary ELL teacher. The layers in her hair flipped wildly as she jumped up and down to 

write new words on the whiteboard in the front of her classroom. She is the center of the 

classroom, the glue that holds everything together. She is one of the most energetic adults that I 

have ever met. My job was to be Jen’s aide. I usually sat next to one of the ELL’s and walked 

them through the concepts that Jen had just taught.  On average, we had a mixture of about 

fifteen or so Mexican, Nepalese, or Burmese adults in our class. The majority of the students 

spoke Karen. When I first heard the word used, I thought Jen had misspoken and meant Korean. 

My knowledge of Southeast Asia was pretty limited. 

So... what is Karen? Karen is a language representing an ethnic group by the same name 

in eastern Burma. In 1948, Burma gained its independence from Great Britain. The Karen nation 



is located on the eastern edge of Burma, along the border of Thailand. The Karen people aided 

Britain during the second world war. Although they never aligned themselves with Burma, the 

government took control of the land by force. Any resistance was regarded as a threat, which 

then turned into ethnic cleansing of the Karen people as the government fought for control of the 

state.  

The conflict between the Karen and the Burmese government is thought by some to be 

the world’s longest running civil war in the world today. It began sixty years ago and continues 

today. As the government pushed their way into the land, millions of people were forced to 

migrate. For the last 25 years, camps have been established in Thailand for refugees of Burma. 

The camps are safe from the threat of violence, but the inhabitants lack jobs, education, and the 

access to resources. Many countries are attempting to shared the burden this has on Thailand by 

accepting relocation deals with the government for taking in and replacing Burmese refugees 

into countries around the world. Des Moines, Iowa is just one of those places.  

 

A few minutes after I arrived, the English language learners shuffled into the level one 

classroom, all in a bright array of clothing, including De, with his everlasting smile still planted 

on his face.  Soon after, a young woman walked into the room. She made eye contact with me 

and smiled. She looked much younger than most of her classmates, which made me wonder why 

she was at the level one class. Most of the younger adults had advanced English language skills. 

Her thin black hair was usually slicked back into a ponytail to keep it out of the way during class. 

She was thin, making her seem even younger than she was.  

A elderly man followed the young woman and sat with her. He wore a white long-sleeved 

shirt with blue and red polka dots stacked in vertical rows and a pair of jeans. He also had a 



denim satchel that hung near his hip, giving the appearance of wearing overalls that weren’t 

properly buckled. He was one of the oldest in the class. He wore a black winter hat, hiding his 

hair from view.  

Each day, he and the young woman sat in the same spot in the front of the classroom, 

immediately in front of the screen so that he could see the subtitles as Jen played videos to teach 

them new phrases. The young woman sometimes leaned over to help him along. Many times, he 

would say something in his native language and a crackle of laughter rippled across the room as 

a few of the other students heard his comment. During the snack breaks, as all of the women left 

to eat snacks and chat in their native tongues, the old Karen man sat at his desk, going over the 

notes he took, making sure he was caught up.  

 

As I  continued to volunteer each Saturday, I began to develop a relationship with the 

young woman in the class, Tar. One morning, I stood next to the table, watching as Tar tried to 

understand the lesson of the day. Jen was teaching the students how to give directions to places 

within a city. She was scribbling phrases like “Turn left, go two blocks,” and “Walk down the 

road” in a blue dry erase marker on the whiteboard.  

As Jen quizzed the class, Tar’s hand moved swiftly across her paper, crafting the English 

phrases into a beautiful script that looked cleaner than my own. Next to some of the English 

words, I noticed a few scribbles that I guessed to be the Karen equivalent of the English 

meaning.  

Jen assigned me to practice the directions with Tar while she worked with another group 

of students, so I asked Tar to stand and pointed at the map on the screen.  



“How do you get to the bank from the school?” I began, tapping the screen to show her 

which buildings I meant.  

“Go two blocks.... turn left.... go one block. It is on... the right.” At first, she replied 

slowly, but she gained momentum and confidence as we continued. As she said each direction, 

she paused and would point with either her right or left arm. To show her the actual actions, I 

started where I was in the front of the classroom and took two exaggerated steps forward, turned 

to my left, and took another huge step as if I was walking across a giant, identical map on the 

floor. Then I turned to my right to face the imaginary bank. 

“Exactly. Good job! Good! Yes.” I gave her my warmest smile. “Now, how do you get to 

the grocery store from the school?” 

She paused a moment and scanned the map. A flash of recognition swept across her face  

and she replied, “First... Go one block. Turn right. It’s on...the... right.” And she motioned with 

her right arm to show the direction. 

“Perfect! Good job!”  

She laughed, enjoying the attention and my company. The feeling was mutual. 

I worked with Tar as much as I could. Many times, as she attempted to keep up with Jen, 

she also tried to help the man next to her. The two rattled off Karen if either of them were lost, 

Tar acting as a translator for him. If she understood the concept, she would repeat it in Karen and 

then write it down so that she could read over her notes at home during the week between each 

class. 

 

During one break, Tar lingered in her seat. Many of the Karen women left the room, 

followed by the ladies from Mexico, to go eat a snack offered by the program in the cafeteria. 



Recognizing my opportunity to talk to Tar more, I stayed behind. She seemed eager to talk to 

me, and her shy smiles were encouraging while we worked together. I pointed to Kerr, the 

studious man with the polka-dot shirt and denim satchel who always sat at the front of the room. 

“Is he your family?” 

“He my...father.” She said. Intrigued, I sat down at the table across from hers. I didn’t 

want to be intrusive, and at first, I felt awkward. I smiled at her and then glanced at nothing on 

the wall. I wasn’t sure what to say, so I turned back to her and started with the obvious. 

“So you speak Karen?” 

“Yes.” She smiled and leaned in, eager to talk. “Karen my first language. No... No 

English.” She shook her head and a laugh stretched across her smooth olive skin. 

“Well you speak English well too, and you write very well,” I spoke truthfully. I stood 

and pointed at her paper full of notes that lay on the wooden desk in front of her. “You can write 

quickly and neatly.” I realized that in my enthusiasm to talk with her, I started using more 

complex sentences. She didn’t understand me. An interesting thing about Tar however, is that 

she never seemed embarrassed to admit that she didn’t know what I what saying in English. She 

would just laugh and say “I don’t know... what you say.” My laugh would then mirror hers.  

 “How old are you?” I asked. I expected her to be around my age. She didn’t understand, 

so I tried again. “I’m 21.” I pointed to myself. “How... old...are...you?”  

“I’m 27.” She stated and smiled, proud of her English. Her hands gripped her chair. “Are 

you marry?” She asked with curiosity, expecting that it was a normal question people would ask 

me as a young woman. 

I giggled. “No, no. I’m not married. Are you married?” 

“Yes.” 



“Do you live here in Des Moines?” 

“Yes. I live with...” and she pointed to her father, Kerr, across the room, who was still 

busy studying his notes. “And my husband. And my three baby. Do you live?” She motioned 

down to indicate here. 

“Yes, my family lives here too.” 

“You go to university? You study?” 

“Yes I do.” 

“Oh that is good. Very good. I take English class at DMACC.” She beamed, proud of 

herself. 

I encouraged her English skills again. She had been in Iowa for seven months. She flew 

through four cities in her journey of replacement: Hong Kong, New York, Chicago, and finally, 

Des Moines.  Apparently she began taking another English class offered at a local community 

college two months after her arrival in the United States from Thailand. Her father, Kerr, had 

been in Des Moines for four years along with his other daughter. He worked until Tar, her 

husband, his wife, and his sister could join him.  

Tar’s oldest son is ten, and her youngest is just three years old. Her seven year old 

daughter is enrolled in the same English program. All of her children were born in the refugee 

camp that Tar had lived in for the past twelve years. The same camp that her uncle and brother 

still live in. Many of the other students in my class like De came from similar camps. 

I craved to know more of my new friend’s life. “Do you work?” I asked as I moved back 

around the table and sat opposite of her. 

“No.” 

“Does your husband work?”  



“Yes...uhm...” She flashed me a reassuring smile and said, “I don’t know how...to...say.” 

“Can you write it?” 

She focused on her paper, and scribbled the word “Pork” on top of her class notes. 

 

Currently, across the United States, 450 different languages are used in our school 

systems. In the Des Moines Public School systems specifically, that number shrinks down to 80. 

There are about 130 people on staff in the ELL department throughout the city, and there are 

many different sites that offer classes. Many of these ELL students and parents are either 

escaping violence or looking for a better life. Kerr and Tar are just two examples, and they 

definitely aren’t alone. My work with the ELL program opened up my eyes to the kinds of 

challenges that educators and displaced persons alike must face. The refugees left a country full 

of violence and fear, lived for years in a camp lacked access to basic resources, and now live in 

the middle of a brand new country and culture. They aren’t just statistics. Tar and Kerr and 

thousands like them continually have challenges to face, but they also have a desire to learn, a 

desire to prosper and to provide for their families.  

 

  

After volunteering, I lingered a little, flipping the blue metal chairs bottom up and setting 

them on top of the wooden table. Jen tried to quickly stash her many things inside of her black 

bag. She seemed to always be in the middle of action.  

“How’d it go for you?” She asked. 

“It was great! They are so easy to work with and so kind. It’s definitely opened up my 

eyes a lot.” 



“Yeah. It takes a lot out of you though.” She replied. “I teach ELL in kindergarten 

through fifth grade, and surprisingly, teaching these adults requires a lot more energy than the 

kids do.” 

“I can imagine. I was pretty interested in teaching ELL for my first few years at school.” 

“Oh well, if you do it, make sure you pair it with something. It doesn’t pay much by 

itself.” At her comment, I wondered what her motivation was for working with ELL students. 

Especially since the program director, Vinh, was asking for the ELL department in the Des 

Moines school systems to receive funding that has been lacking. She loves teaching and cares 

about each of her students a lot. Sometimes the stress wore on her because she felt pressure to 

teach them things that will be helpful to adjusting to life here in the United States.  The goal of 

Jen and the other teachers in the Des Moines Public School’s ELL program is to provide “an 

attitude of unconditional acceptance” as they teach the ELLS how to interact in this new culture. 

They provide support as the ELLs try to break through the language barriers to reach a more 

hopeful future.  

 

 

 

 


