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Coach Edward will never forget the feeling of walking  
into a stadium of 40,000 fans with his athletes, ready 
to lead Venezuela’s team at 2017’s Olympics for 
deaf athletes in Türkiye. “The emotion is so high, it’s 
incredible, a beautiful experience,” he remembers. 
Edward has a long history with volleyball—first as a 
college player and then 20 years as a coach with various 
teams in Venezuela. 

When he arrived in Madison, he found a job as a 
custodian at UW but always had the goal of returning  
to volleyball. First, though, he knew he needed to 
improve his English. “For me, only, ‘Good Morning,’ 
‘Hi,’…four or five words.” He enrolled in a group English 
class at Literacy Network, where he quickly advanced 
thanks to his dedication (perfect attendance his first 
semester!). After three semesters, Edward was paired 
with a personal tutor. 

Friends introduced him to Kelly Sheffield, coach of 
the Badgers girls’ volleyball team, who offered him 
the opportunity to work at UW’s volleyball camps for 
young girls. His English continued to improve, and 
he eventually landed a full-time job with Madtown 

Edward celebrates a Madtown Volleyball tournament win.

International Volleyball Coach Back on  
the Court in Madison

Immigrants offer valuable and unique perspectives on 
living in Madison and Dane County. However, learning 
how to connect with local leaders and share experiences 
can be challenging, especially as many are not yet 
eligible to vote. Since 2022, Literacy Network has 
partnered with other nonprofits* to hold town hall 
meetings that provide an outlet for immigrants to learn 
about local government and offer ideas and feedback 
to government officials.

Each town hall begins with officials and participants 
sharing a meal provided by a local immigrant-owned 

Town Halls Raise Immigrant Voices in Government 

Volleyball, a large girls’ volleyball club. He also coaches 
at Madison Country Day School. 

“My tutor helps me with different volleyball-related 
words and phrases, and these help me in my work,” he 
says. He started at Madtown as an assistant coach but 
was promoted to head coach of one of their national 
teams as his English improved. “Now I feel better,” he 
says. “Now my job is volleyball, and I want to contribute 
to volleyball in this city.” n

Attendees learn how local government is organized at this October’s 
town hall. 

continued on next page…



When Liguo first arrived in the U.S. from China nearly 
10 years ago, she remembers, “I really wanted to 
study English, but I didn’t have any chance.” Since she 
found Literacy Network in 2022, she has participated 
in our ESL group and tutoring classes and earned her 
high school equivalency degree this past spring—
on top of being a busy mom of three, including a 
newborn! Below, Liguo reflects on her experience.

Why did you decide to take classes? 
I wanted to study English so that I can have conversations 
with people and get a job.

What do you like about your class and tutors? 
I like that it is a flexible schedule and I am able to 
choose to study on Saturdays. I like my tutors because 
they are patient and kind.

Before the Literacy Network, I couldn’t speak one 
sentence of English. After two years, I am not scared to 
talk to people and can have conversations with others. 
I can make appointments by myself and I don’t need an 
interpreter. It has helped me be more independent.

Is there anything else you’d like to share? 
If you don’t speak English, I hope you have the 
opportunity to learn through Literacy Network, like me. 
If I didn’t study at Literacy Network, then I wouldn’t 
have had the chance to finish my high school diploma 
or start studying at Madison College.

Reflections from Liguo’s volunteer tutors:

“I enjoyed working with Liguo because of her 
diligence, good cheer, and kindness. Plus I learned 
a great deal from her about Chinese culture, native 
Wisconsin plants, and so much more.” – Ed

“It is no surprise to me that she has accomplished 
so much because even when lessons were difficult 
for her she always showed up and tried again…We 
have not just built up her English skills, but we have 
both made a friend.” – Katelyn

“She loves to learn and is so dedicated to improving 
her English.” – Sophia n

Liguo: “I am not scared to talk to people.”

Liguo (center) with tutors Ed (left) and Katelyn (right) at this summer’s 
student achievement ceremony.

business. Organizers then give an overview of how 
government operates and officials explain their roles 
and how they help residents. 

Attendees are encouraged to ask questions, offer 
feedback, and learn about getting involved in the 
community. Onsite interpreters ensure everyone is able to 
understand and share their ideas. Presenters have included 
representatives from the City of Madison, Dane County, 
MMSD, and the State of Wisconsin. Outreach for October’s 
town hall focused on reaching the Afghan community. 
Twenty Afghan community members attended. 

continued from front page…

“As an Afghan American, it was powerful to witness a space where immigrants, especially those who cannot  
yet vote, could be heard, respected, and engaged in shaping the future of our community.” 
– Abdullah Ameen, Afghan community leader

Former Literacy Network student Bakht Mohammad’s Afghan Kabul 
Cuisine catered this October’s event!

*Town halls are held in partnership with the Catholic Multicultural Center, 
Dane County Office of Immigration Affairs, Jewish Social Services, League 
of Women Voters of Dane County, and Open Doors for Refugees.



Mariia participated in Literacy 
Network’s workplace English 
program for two years. Below, she 
reflects on her experience and shares 
her exciting plans for the future. 
Watch an interview with Mariia at 
www.litnetwork.org/mariia. 

My name is Mariia and I’m 
originally from Ukraine. When war 

started in Ukraine, I got opportunity to come here to 
United States.

I got offered English as a second language classes at my 
workplace, at ETC in Middleton. I thought it was a great 
opportunity because I was working a lot, and it was very 
nice to have classes two times a week. The classes were 
amazing because there was different kind of cultures 
there, different people, so it helped me to listen to 
different accents and understand them, communicate 
with different people, different cultures. 

My teachers were amazing too. They were supportive, 
very enthusiastic, and they helped us a lot and they 
were very kind, did different interactive teaching styles, 
different PowerPoints, games. It was so fun, and it was 
very helpful for me. 

In Ukraine, I was in medical university, but I didn’t finish 
it because I came here and work started. I just started 
nursing program at MATC here in Madison and my 
goal is to become a nurse midwife. I always wanted to 
help women. Literacy Network classes actually helped 
me with improving my English and to go through all my 
prerequisites and everything.

I just want to try to build my life here and improve my 
English and become an expert in what I’m planning to do.

Learn more about our workplace English program at 
www.litnetwork.org/workplace-english/

*Lightly edited for clarity and concision.

Why do we say, “I don’t mind,” but not, “I mind”? How 
do you politely disagree with someone? What’s the best 
way to share your opinion? These are just a few of the 
topics participants have explored in our revived English 
conversation group this year! 

Literacy Network has a long history of offering a 
conversation group for ESL students, but the group 
paused during the pandemic. In 2024’s annual student 
survey, an English conversation group was one of the 
top-requested classes. In response, staff resumed the 
group in January of 2025. 

Conversation Group:
• �is open to intermediate and advanced English 

students. Sixty-four students of diverse ages, cultural 
backgrounds, and experiences participated in 2025. 

• �meets once a week for an hour. Nearly 80% of 
participants are co-enrolled in another class. 
Conversation Group allows them to increase their class 
time so they can improve their skills more quickly.

• �focuses exclusively on speaking and listening skills. 
This complements our textbook-based group English 
classes, which also include reading and writing.

• �is volunteer run. Literacy Network staff writes lesson 
plans, and a volunteer leads the session, which keeps 
costs low while maximizing impact. 

• �structures discussions around topics students identify. 
These often include cultural ideas that may be helpful 
for immigrants in adjusting to life in the U.S.

What students say about Conversation Group:
“I work at a hotel and people talk so fast. It’s hard for me 
to listen and understand. This class helps me.”

“I would like Conversation Group to be every day. It is 
necessary to immerse ourselves in English. The more time 
in Conversation Group the better.”

Mariia: “I just want to try to build my life here.”

Conversation Group Returns by Popular Demand!

Students practice conversation skills during a group game.
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MISSION:  
Literacy Network  
helps adults in Dane 
County build skills, 
reach goals, and 
connect communities.

www.litnetwork.org
608-244-3911

“Tutoring at the Literacy Network 
is a privilege. It allows me to work 
with incredibly hard-working and 
interesting people. It also gives 
me a glimpse of different cultures, 
allowing me to grow and learn too. I 
feel lucky to be able to share my time 
in tutoring and my money monthly 
with an effort as wonderful as the 
Literacy Network.” -Lynn Stephani, 
volunteer tutor and monthly donor 

With Your Generosity, 
Numbers Continue to Climb!
Thanks to donors’ support, we continue to support strong (some 
record-breaking!) student numbers despite 2025’s many challenges. 
Preliminary* 2025 data show:

1,682 total students so far (a new record!)

120 Omega students

85 countries of origin and 70 languages spoken

50+ group and tutoring classes each semester

60+ new U.S. citizens (the most ever in one year!)

Your ongoing generosity ensures students have the free classes and 
programs they rely on to help them build skills to reach their goals! Visit 
www.litnetwork.org/donate (or scan the QR code) or mail your gift in 
the enclosed envelope today!

*Watch for final numbers is 2025’s annual report!


