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To help strengthen the many programs in our network, MCAEL has
spent the past year leaning into learner-centered instruction, an
approach that prioritizes the unique needs of learners in the design
and delivery of instruction.  

We launched our new initiative — Centering Learner Voices — with a
learner survey, a series of focus groups, and the establishment of our
first ever learner advisory group. We’re excited by all that we have
already accomplished and look forward to further integrating learner
perspectives into our work in the years to come. 
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Centering Learner Voices: 
A Discussion with Rudi Jeung, 
MCAEL Director of Programs 

What is MCAEL’s 
Centering Learner
Voices initiative
all about?   

Our focus on this began when MCAEL was developing its
Racial Equity Strategic Plan back in 2020. We were discussing
the various important constituencies of MCAEL, and how
learners were the ultimate beneficiaries of English language
programs in the coalition. At that time, we did not have a
means or process for soliciting learner input around MCAEL
programming. We realized that to create a more equitable
ESOL system in our county — and a more equitable MCAEL —
learners needed a bigger say. Centering Learner Voices is
about empowering learners to drive their own learning and
giving them the opportunity to take on leadership roles in
their education and advocacy efforts.  

Why is this so important?
MCAEL is the “system builder” for adult ESOL in the county,
so we have a responsibility to observe larger trends and
identify gaps in the current system to make it stronger.
Adult education, including adult ESOL, exists to help adults
be successful in meeting their living, education, and career
goals. It’s important for the community to understand the
critical role that adult ESOL instruction plays in the well-
being of many of our county residents. To be most
effective, ESOL programs need the input and feedback of
the adult learners they are seeking to help. 



To take the pulse of the adult English learner community, last (fiscal) year we conducted a
learner survey and three focus groups to learn more about learners’ experience in the
classroom and what barriers impact their ability to persist in class. This helped to lay the
foundation for launching the Learner Leadership Group (LLG) in May. In this pilot year, we will
work with LLG members to establish the group’s role and activities, and determine how it
relates to the MCAEL Advisory Group (composed of instructors and program administrators).
We are excited about this new group and look forward to seeing how it develops and
influences our work at MCAEL.

What are MCAEL’s objectives for this initiative?

We aim to: 1) capture learner feedback directly and systematically to
improve MCAEL and coalition partner programs; 2) help our
community understand more about learner experiences to underscore
the importance of continued support for adult English instruction; and
3) provide learners with some tools and opportunities to advocate for
themselves and their families.  

What is MCAEL doing to reach its objectives?

CENTERING LEARNER VOICES: Learner-Centered Instruction in Action
CASA

At the end of the last school year, CASA staff collected feedback from both learners and
instructors about the curriculum being used in its adult ESOL programs. There were a lot of

requests for more materials supporting digital literacy across all levels, as well as for new
exercises to practice reading comprehension and conversational skills. In response, a team
of veteran CASA instructors incorporated this feedback into an update of their curriculum.

After introducing the new, learner-centered curriculum, 82% of Life Skills ESOL students
demonstrated learning gains through post-tests. 



MCAEL’s professional development workshops offer skills and techniques for program
instructors and administrators to take a learner-centered approach, which emphasizes the
unique needs, skill levels, and interests of learners. This approach is a core part of MCAEL’s
equity work, and one of the tenets of our Strategic Plan. 

Instructor and learner feedback confirms that there is a
strong desire to engage learners on their own terms,
tapping into their lives outside of the educational setting.
Our year-round professional development offerings are
created with the input of the program administrators and
instructors who are part of the MCAEL Advisory Group
(MAG), as well as that of learners, to address the needs of
those in the classroom.   

LEARNER CENTERED INSTRUCTION:
Learner-centered instruction is an approach to education that prioritizes the needs and abilities of individual
learners. It is centered on the idea that learners are active participants in their own education, and that their
unique backgrounds, experiences, and goals should inform the design and delivery of instruction. This approach
often involves using techniques such as collaborative learning and self-directed learning and can result in a more
engaging and effective learning experience for students. (Definition developed by the MCAEL Advisory Group.) 

MCAEL Professional Development Conference 
On March 15, 2024, over 100 adult educators from throughout Montgomery
County gathered for MCAEL’s biennial professional development conference. The
conference itself was designed to be learner-centered and interactive. In addition
to workshops on various aspects of ESOL instruction and administration,
participants had the opportunity to discuss three key areas of feedback from our
learner survey and focus groups: learner satisfaction, everyday communication
needs, and the inclusion of learner voices in decision making. 

MCAEL’S PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT



June 2024: 
Amharic speakers, conducted in Amharic.

January 2024: 
Diverse languages, conducted in English.

December 2023: 
Spanish speakers, conducted in Spanish.

In response to learner input, Seneca Creek Community Church has established new
processes for individualized support for learners. As a result, they’ve seen increased

engagement and higher retention rates. They have incorporated learner feedback
into the classroom, resulting in more diversified teaching methods and interactive

learning experiences. To keep the momentum going, an advisory board was
established in the past year which includes a learner representative. 

CENTERING LEARNER VOICES: Learner-Centered Instruction in Action

Seneca Creek Community Church

Over the past year, MCAEL launched a series of focus groups to
systematically gather feedback from learners. The goal of the focus groups
is to have a greater understanding of learners’ experiences with ESOL
classes and to incorporate their perspectives into MCAEL’s programming.
By disseminating our findings to the coalition and the larger community, we
hope to raise awareness of learners’ experience and underscore the
importance of continued support for English instruction.   

For me, the reason
to take English is
because I work in
the country where
everybody speaks
English. I need to
talk with
everybody. I need
to speak with the
doctor, I need to
speak at the
grocery store. I also
need to get a job,
but if you don’t
speak English, it's
very difficult.”

Focus group participants were asked about their reasons for studying
English, their individual learning experiences, any challenges they faced,
awareness about MCAEL, and thoughts on learner leadership. These first
focus groups were critical to establishing our pilot Learner Leadership
Group. MCAEL intends to conduct two to three learner focus groups each
year.   

- Learner Focus Group
participant

LEARNER FOCUS GROUPS:
SEEKING LEARNER PERSPECTIVES



CENTERING LEARNER VOICES: 
Learner-Centered Instruction in Action

Vietnamese American Services (VAS)
The VAS instructor and volunteer instructors work closely with
learners both to provide instruction and to collect learner feedback in
real time. Based on this feedback, they've introduced a collection of
new offerings: an interactive online learning platform to supplement
in-person classes and accommodate varying schedules; personalized
learning paths for individuals; and online tutoring to help learners
keep pace with their classmates. 

The Learner Leadership Group (LLG) is a new MCAEL advisory group designed to elevate
learner voices in MCAEL’s decision-making, programming, and advocacy. 

Leading up to the establishment of the LLG, we conducted a survey asking learners
about class satisfaction, barriers to participation, and suggestions for improvement. Of
the over 350 responses we received, half expressed interest in participating in
leadership activities. The subsequent focus group discussions also informed our ideas
for the LLG, which had its first meeting on May 29, 2024.    

In this pilot year, the LLG is a smaller group made up of six people representing four
languages (Spanish, French, Amharic, and Chinese). In future years, the group will be
expanded to 8 - 10 participants. In addition to serving in an advisory capacity
throughout the year, LLG members receive training in leadership skills, including
effective communication and public speaking.   

LEARNER LEADERSHIP GROUP: ELEVATING LEARNER VOICES



4 NEW PARTNER
ORGANIZATIONS  

11 IN-PERSON
CLASSES OFFERED 

LEARNERS FROM: BENIN, CAMEROON, CHINA, 
EL SALVADOR, ETHIOPIA, GUATEMALA, HAITI,
HONDURAS, MEXICO, SENEGAL, AND
VENEZUELA 

MCAEL’s Community Learning Groups (CLGs) were launched in 2021 to address an increasing need for
classes in areas with both a scarcity of English language programs and rapidly growing non-English speaking
populations. These 8 to 9-week classes are designed to be entry points for learners who would not
otherwise have access to English learning. The CLG initiative also recruits and trains much-needed new
instructors from the communities they serve. CLGs have now reached 555 new learners and trained 21 new
instructors.   

By partnering with schools, community centers, religious institutions, and businesses, CLGs bring English
language learning directly to communities. Learners in CLG classes offered this past year include workers at
Ruppert Landscaping Company and multigenerational family members at Greencastle Elementary School. In
addition, MCAEL was able to meet the specific needs of recently arrived Haitian immigrants by offering them
a shorter-term drop-in conversation class in partnership with Église de Dieu in Silver Spring. This was
followed by a standard 9-week class in collaboration with the Haitian Resettlement Working Group, which
also included newcomers from Senegal. 

IN THE PAST YEAR...

COMMUNITY LEARNING GROUPS

When we immigrate here, the first step is learning English. If you want to enroll to the
mainstream American culture, that is very, very important. Otherwise, you cannot speak,
you cannot make friends, you cannot work, nobody can understand you. So, your first step
is very important, you must learn English. This tool. This living tool.” 

- LEARNERS FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT



MCAEL 
STRATEGIC 
PLAN

MCAEL’s Centering Learner
Voices philosophy and our
equity work is encapsulated
in our most recent Strategic
Plan.  

In September 2023, MCAEL
convened County
Councilmembers and
members of the English
language learning
community for pastries,
coffee, good conversation,
and inspirational stories.  

COUNTY 
COUNCIL
BREAKFAST



At the 2024 Spelling Bee, we honored four inspiring individuals who have made
a lasting impact in Montgomery County’s ESOL community. This year’s winners
of the People, Power, & Potential Award were:   

MCAEL’S PEOPLE, POWER, & POTENTIAL 
AWARD WINNERS

Hermela has dedicated decades of her life to supporting
and uplifting Ethiopian immigrants in the DMV area in
her role as Executive Director of the Ethiopian
Community Center and beyond.   

HERMELA KEBEDE
ETHIOPIAN COMMUNITY CENTER

After her husband passed away, Lisa took over his
business, and established weekly English classes for her
employees as part of their workday, increasing their
confidence, income potential, and quality of life.

LISA YOST
TENLEYTOWN LAWN & LANDSCAPE

ESOL instructors Andy & Chris have touched the lives of
countless English learners over the years, making deep
connections to help families and individuals establish
their lives in the United States. 

ANDY & CHRIS LAWRENCE
LIFELONG ESOL INSTRUCTORS



Capacity Building Programs

Capacity Building Grants*
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CORPORATIONS
Montgomery College  
Burness
M&T
BGE
CareFirst BlueCross BlueShield 
Lerch Early & Brewer   
The Universities at Shady Grove
National Cooperative Bank 
Cambium Learning Group
The Greater Bethesda Chamber 

Tenleytown Lawn & Landscape
Streamline Management
Saggar & Rosenberg
La Brasita

of Commerce Next Execs

Contributions of $100 and above
made between July 2023 and June
2024

Thank you to Montgomery County
Government for supporting both
our operating funds and capacity
building grant funds. 
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Kevin Beverly
Margaret Blair
Fikremariam Boghossian
Shirley Brandman
Andy Burness
Sarah Burnett
Caralyn Bushey
Annice Cody
Audrey Corson
Amy Cunningham
Hoan Dang
Rae Anne Davis
Caroline Decker
Rita Dodson
Renée-Lauren Ellis
Kristen Engebretsen
Stacey Fannon
Margaret & Peggy Fitzgerald
Sharon Friedman
Barbara Garlock
Michael Gottlieb
Don & Michelle Hainbach 
Chris Hakenkamp
Skila Harris
Gloria Haws
Gabriela Huff
Lukas Iraola
Andrea Jolly
Wendy Kahn
Hermela Kebede
Andrea Kempner-Wink
Ginnie Kiesewetter
Sean Klein
Mike Knapp
Andrew Lawrence
Isiah Ike Leggett
Nancy Leopold
Ginnie Kiesewetter
Sean Klein
Mike Knapp
Andrew Lawrence
Nancy Leopold
Richard Levine
Chiao-Chiao Liu
Janet Lubart
Adam Leucking
Lisa Mandel-Trupp

Dolores McDonagh
Ann Miller
J. Henry Montes
Gail Murrow
Nancy Newton
Laura Nutter
Patti Pancoe
Mark & Stacy Parkinson
Alex & Stacy Parkinson
Denise Pernick
Jacqueline Raymo
Mary Robinson
Dusty Rood
Frances Rothsein
Jennifer Russel
Joan Schaffer
Amy Selco
Fred Seo
Bobbi Shulman
Tina & Mary Slater
Jeffrey Slavin
Stephanie Smith
Jill Smudski
David Sowells
Diana & Davis Spencer
Cindy Spoon
Emma Starr
Paul & Diana Stevens
Kate Stewart
Janice Stucke
Janet Studley
June & Rob Taylor
JD Teitelman
Theresa Testoni
Venky Venkatesh
Jacqueline Washington
Rivka Yerushalmi
Chip Yost
Emebet Zeleke
Pamela Zurer
Amelie Zurn-GalinskyMichael Ackerman

Kit Angell
Lynn Arndt
Marion Ballard
Linda Barrand
Janet Barsy
Anna Behnam

FOUNDATIONS
The Morris and Gwendolyn 

Phillip L. Graham Fund
Nora Roberts Foundation
Sidgemore Family Foundation
White Family Foundation
John Edward Fowler Foundation
Dollar General Literacy 

Crimsonbridge Foundation
Foundation

Cafritz Foundation

INDIVIDUALS
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P Roza Beyene 
Ethiopian Community Center 

Peggy Blair 
WICA, Seneca Creek

Anna DeNicolo 
Charles W. Gilchrist Immigrant Resource Center 

Megan Dry 
Family Discovery Center, Sheppard Pratt

Tyra Hudgens 
CASA 

Peggy Juan 
Chinese Culture and Community Center

Cindy Newland 
Sheppard Pratt English Literacy Program 

Josh Paiz
Montgomery College/George Washington University 

Kathy Smithson 
Identity, Inc

Jill Smudski 
Rockville Senior Center

Donna Taylor 
Charles W. Gilchrist Immigrant Resource Center

Preston Tulay 
CASA 

Pam Wilbur
Covenant Life Church

MCAEL ADVISORY GROUP
Lauri E. Cleary 
Lerch, Early & Brewer 

Gabriela Huff 
Holy Cross Hospital 

Sean Klein, Chair 
Attorney 

Daniela Klingebiel
World Bank, Retired

Belen Michael
Westat

Ann Miller, Vice Chair
Science is Elemental 

Stacy Parkinson, Past Chair
Attorney, Retired/ESOL Instructor 

Fred Seo, Treasurer
M&T Bank 

Janice Stucke 
CREW Network

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

LEARNER LEADERSHIP GROUP
Remy N'Djetchi 
Alemshet K Eshete 
Kanidiengue Kone
Delicia Guzman
Diana Paola Suarez
Lan Jiang



When Kathy Stevens began as MCAEL’s Executive Director in 2012, the
organization was only five years old, and she was one of three employees. At
the time, the operating budget was $250,000 and the organization awarded
$500,000 in grants. Today, MCAEL's staff has tripled in size, the operating
budget is $1.2 million, and grant awards exceeded $1.4 million.   
 
Under Kathy’s leadership, MCAEL has helped to grow provider capacity and
improve quality of instruction, increasing impact in the community. MCAEL now
serves about 17,000 learners and 1,300 instructors each year as the
coordinating entity of approximately 60 programs. MCAEL’s growing staff in
programming, training, and communications further helps to enhance coalition
support and introduce new ideas to bolster programs.   
 
With Kathy at the helm, MCAEL has established itself as the go-to support,
resource, provider, and advocate for Montgomery County’s English language
learning community.  
 
Kathy is a generous, inspiring leader to her staff and to all who have had the
pleasure of knowing or working with her. We will miss her greatly and wish her
all the best in her new position as President & CEO of the
Healthcare Initiative Foundation.  

Thank you, Kathy, for 12 amazing years!
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linkedin.com/company/MCAEL

https://X.com/MCAEL
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