AATSEEL NEWSLETTER Vol. 51, Issue 1 February 2008  

RUSSIAN AT WORK:  INTERVIEWS WITH PROFESSIONALS WHO USE  RUSSIAN ON THE JOB
Rachel Stauffer
Sarah Forman is a 2007 graduate of the University of Virginia with a B.A. in Russian and East European Studies and Foreign Affairs who currently teaches English full-time at the American Home in Vladimir, Russia. Originally from Ardsley, New York, Sarah believes her close proximity to the diversity of New York City directly contributed to her fas​cination with other cultures. Vladimir is the third Russian city in which Sarah has lived since 2003. She plans to stay through the summer of 2008.

What led you to your study of Rus​sian, when did you decide to pursue it as your major, and why?
“When I started college, my inten​tion was to graduate with a double major in Spanish and psychology. I didn’t take any classes in the Russian department my first year. I decided to study Russian during the following summer. I have always loved to travel, but that summer I was looking for a different type of travel experience. Cross Cultural Solutions, an organization that sends volunteers on trips all over the world, had programs that would allow me to travel and inter​act with locals in hospitals, schools, and orphanages. I researched the organiza​tion and its programs and presented it to my parents, but I was stuck between trips to India, Thailand, and Russia. It was actually my parents who pushed me towards Russia. My great grandpar​ents were all born in Russia, and they thought that it might be interesting for me to see where my family came from. It was. I spent 4 weeks in Yaroslavl and spent half of each day volunteering in an orphanage with young children and the other half wandering around the city trying to decipher all of the Cyrillic! When I went, I couldn’t speak a word of Russian and when I came back, I was speaking about 10 or 20, but I had the desire to learn more. As soon as I got back to school I enrolled in my first Russian class”. 

How do you use Russian in your day-to-day life? 
     “I have many opportunities to practice my Russian each day here in Vladimir. The American Home provides teachers with home stays all over the city. I live with a Russian woman who doesn’t speak a word of English, and I speak Russian with her when I’m not working and at work I speak mostly English, but I have plenty of chances to use Russian. One of the perks of teach​ing at the American Home is that I get 3 hours of private Russian instruction each week. My Russian lessons are always a nice break from planning and grading. Of course, the Russian staff is always willing to speak with us. Most afternoons around 3 o’clock they can be found having tea and cookies in the kitchen, and it’s the perfect atmosphere for conversation. The best language practice I get is with my students outside of class. In class I speak as little Russian as possible, but as I’m get to know my students I’m spending more and more time with them socially. Many of them are around my age, and the idea of hav​ing an American friend is very appealing to them. Sometimes we’ll go out for coffee after class or just walk around the city. When I hang out with my students, we usually end up speaking a mix of Russian and English. They all find it really interesting that Americans are learning Russian, and are always eager to teach me a new word or phrase in return for what I am teaching them”.

How did you find your current position? 
      I found my job after many hours of searching on the Internet. I knew that after graduation I wanted to live in Russia for a year and I figured that teaching English would be the best way to meet an interesting mix of people, so I searched for language schools in Russia that were looking for English teachers. Originally I thought I wanted to be in St. Petersburg or Moscow, but experiencing life outside of the big cities won out. 

How did your undergraduate education prepare you for what you’re doing now? 
“I completed 2 majors at the University of Virginia, one in Russian and East European Studies and the other in For​eign Affairs. I studied the Russian language, took classes in folklore, history, literature, film, and politics. The breadth of my studies really prepared me for life in Russia. I know what to do and what not to do when I am a guest in someone’s home. I don’t feel ignorant when my Russian friends begin to talk about their country’s great writers, and I can appreciate Russia’s history as I walk around Vladimir every day and pass by all of the churches and monuments. My undergraduate education also helped prepare me to answer the questions I get from my students every day. What do Americans think about Russians? What are the biggest cultural differences between the two countries? I receive questions about political relations and history as well. My purpose here is not just to teach English, but to foster cultural exchange”. 

How did your study abroad experience as an under​graduate enrich your studies?
“I studied in St. Petersburg for a semester during my 3rd year of college. I had taken a full year of Russian and wanted to try to put it to use, and of course, learn more. I lived with a Russian family in an apartment about 15 minutes off of Nevsky Prospect, and studied Russian language, literature, and history at Smolny Institute. I could visit the Hermitage for free with my student ID, so most days after class I would get on a bus down Nevsky and wander around the museum for a few hours. St. Petersburg is a beautiful city, and my experiences in class, at museums, at the theater, and in count​less cafes, confirmed that I had made the right decision to study Russian.

What are the best things about your present job? 
“Hands down, the people. The teachers that I work with are from all over America and all have different educational backgrounds. Most have studied Russian, but not all of them have. We are all teaching for the first time, and teaching EFL in Russia has its own unique set of challenges that we are facing together. The Russian staff at the American Home is also wonderful, and very supportive when we have ques​tions. The students are the people who are really making my experience great though. It’s incredible to see their progress in class, and also to learn about their lives outside of school and meet their friends and families on the weekends. 

What are the most difficult things about your job? 
“While cultural differences are making my experience in Russia so rich, they sometimes make the atmosphere in the classroom difficult to handle. For example, all of my students are used to helping their neighbors when they have questions during exams! It doesn’t matter how many times I explain that everyone needs to do his or her own work, they still whisper answers to each other. For someone like me who attended a university with a strict honor code, this attitude is a shock to the system. I am told that this always goes on in school. Another difficulty: the English language! As I plan each lesson and look at the grammar points I need to teach, I feel for my students. As a native speaker I never really thought about how complicated English is. Now the challenge is to figure out how to explain dense grammar points using only simple, understandable speech. Getting blank stares from students during a lesson is awful, so I do everything I can to avoid it”. 

What advice would you give to American college stu​dents who are thinking of studying abroad and/or living and working in Russia? 
       “Living in Russia is really the best way to round out your education. You can read hundreds of textbooks, but noth​ing compares to an actual encounter with Russian culture. Making Russian friends, speaking to people in shops and on trolleybuses, going to a friend’s dacha on the weekend, and drinking tea in a café on a rainy day…you’ll realize that however much Russian you thought you knew, you still have so many more words to learn”. 

How long do you intend to stay in Russia? What are your plans for the future? 
      “I will return to the States next summer. As much as I love being here, I miss my family, friends, and comforts of home. I plan on going to graduate school. Right now my goal is to get an M.P.A. in International Management. I intend to keep on working on my Russian until I am fluent, and hopefully I will be able to put it to use in my future work. Living abroad is definitely an option. This is my third time in Russia and I have a feeling it won’t be my last”. 

For more information: 
Cross Cultural Solutions: http://www.crossculturalsolu​tions.org

American Home:  http://www.serendipity-russia.com
