
The adult students in his
class come from a variety of na-
tionalities — Mexico, Vietnam, El
Salvador, Ethiopia and
Guatemala. Their reasons for tak-
ing the class include wanting a
better job, making it easier to do
daily tasks in the community and
intending to get a higher
education.

“One of the biggest challenges
is that I have people from differ-
ent parts of the world,” Buitrago-
Suarez said. “They have the basic
English, but to explain some
things, I have to use signals. It’s a
challenge. I’ll write something on
the board, and they’ll start ask-
ing questions about it. But these
are the kinds of challenges I want
in my life.”

Two native English speakers,
Patricia Smith and Veronica Tre-
zona, also attend the Sunday
meetings to assist Buitrago-
Suarez and help him fill in the

blanks where his knowledge of
English falls short.

“They help me out when I
can’t pronounce something
right,” the professor said.

According to Bev Calvert, the
coordinator for the Yankton Area
Literary Council, the demand for
English as a second language tu-
tors has seen a dramatic in-
crease during the last several
years. Currently, the organization
has 27 volunteer tutors, of which
about a third are not currently
available for different reasons,
and approximately 26 students. 

As a result of doubling its stu-
dent load in the last couple
years, the United Way-supported
agency has seen a need for more
tutors and funds to buy learning
materials.

Tutoring opportunities vary
from the group class on Sunday
afternoon to one-on-one teaching
interactions at other times.

“We do this for the commu-
nity,” Calvert said. “That’s the
big thing. These people live here,
and they want to be a part of the
community. You can see their
dedication.”

She sees the improvement
from week to week in the stu-
dents’ speaking skills and hopes
it helps them enjoy Yankton
more and get better jobs and
pay.

“The real reward of this work
is what it does for your heart,”
Calvert said. “It warms it to see
this happen. When you meet stu-
dents on the street, they will
come up and hug you because
they really appreciate your help.”

Jose Alonso, 43, has lived in
Yankton for 15 years and works
at the Cimpl Packing Company.
With five children and a job, he
hasn’t been able to improve his
English skills as much as he
would like, but for the past
month he has been attending
Buitrago-Suarez’s class.

“I know a lot of the words al-
ready, but it’s good practice,”
Alonso said. “I’m learning
spelling, too. In Mexico, I had no
schooling. That’s why it’s hard
for me to learn.”

While Alonso’s children are
bilingual, he said they don’t al-
ways have the patience to help
him with his English. 

He hopes that improving his
speaking will assist him at work
and other areas of life.

“I think I’m afraid to talk
sometimes because people don’t
always understand me,” Alonso
said. “That’s why I’m taking
classes — to learn a little bit
more.”

On Sunday, Buitrago-Suarez
focused on the concept of singu-
lar versus plural nouns and defi-
nite versus indefinite articles.

Each of the eight students
was called upon to participate.
When one had difficulty, other
students would jump in to help
them.

At one point, when Buitrago-
Suarez said it was almost time to
end the day’s lesson, the stu-
dents asked him to continue. He
takes pride in that.

“People have a good time, and
that is what I want,” he stated. “I
think that is a good way to teach
and for people to learn.”
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The students in the class have a wide variety of backgrounds, hailing from Mexico, Vietnam, El Salvador, Ethiopia
and Guatemala. In attendance last weekend were (from left) students Jose Alonso, Rodrigo Trujillo, Ricardo
Melgoza, Patricia Zamudio, tutor Veronica Trezona, tutor Patricia Smith, Buitrago-Suarez, and students My-
phuong Nguyen, Zulma Argueta, Samra Abdi and Freddy Garcia.
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bers are going to increase sub-
stantially which allows the city to
offer far more to its residents and
perpetuate even more growth.
What is happening on the north
retail development is only the be-
ginning in my opinion and I’d like
to be a part of that expansion. 

2. The city has the opportu-
nity to purchase 35 acres of
Human Services Center ground
from the state at a cost of ap-
proximately $1.95 million. Do
you think this is an option that
should be pursued? Why? 

Yes. Although it is a large sum
of money, the opportunity for
that location will make the pur-
chase price seem small in com-
parison for what could develop.
The city is being far more aggres-
sive about retail growth and this
fits in nicely. In the meantime,
soccer will have the opportunity
to continue where it is at while
looking at their future plans.

3. The Meridian Bridge
opened for pedestrian use in No-
vember and has become a popu-
lar recreation spot. Plans are to
put in green space and some
landscaping on the north side
this spring. Do you think the
city should do more to develop
the bridge and surrounding
area in the future? If so, what?

The city should and is pursu-
ing development. For now we are
cleaning up the foot of the bridge
by putting in some green space.
Plans will continue to develop
that area. We recently had a plan-
ning session and there is some
traction right now to improve the
visual appearance of our city.
This location is an obvious place
to start.

4. When it comes to working
on economic growth, do you be-
lieve there are opportunities
that the City Commission and its
economic development allies
have not fully explored? Do you
have ideas on how the city
could improve its economic de-
velopment approach?

A large amount of effort is put
into trying to bring quality jobs
to Yankton by both the city and
our allies. In fact, there’s a cur-
rent gap in the number of avail-
able jobs and lack of qualified
workers. I’d like to see more ef-
fort, likely on the part of the city,
to work at community develop-
ment in conjunction with eco-
nomic development. It’s one
thing to have jobs available. It’s
another to create a city atmos-
phere that people want to move
to. Working to have a great edu-
cational system, recreation,
events and retail will attract
more people. It obviously works
for the population centers across
the country and you only have to
look to rural South Dakota to see
that a lack of vibrancy is a bad
sign for a community.

5. The Joint Vermillion/Yank-
ton Solid Waste System is com-
pleting its long-term masterplan,
and that includes consideration
of the recycling program. Do
you believe it is important to ex-
pand recycling services for this
area, and if so, is it important
enough to contemplate raising
the cost of service?

This should generate a fair
amount of discussion in the fu-
ture. Recycling works when
everyone participates. Person-
ally, I’d like to see the city look
closely at a recycling program
where you put everything into
one container and everyone par-
ticipates (or pays even if they
don’t). Remember that there is a
cost either way. It is not free to
put items that can be recycled
into a landfill. I even reuse dis-
posable silverware and cups until
they break so that should give an
indication of how I feel about “re-
duce, reuse and recycle.”

6. Any closing thoughts? 
I feel positive about what is

going on in Yankton right now.
Our retail trade is picking up and
our economy is going well. It is
easy to forget the accomplish-
ments we have made in the last
10 years but we have moved for-
ward. The next 10 will bring a
more vibrant feel to our commu-
nity. I’d like the opportunity to
continue to pursue those oppor-
tunities for Yankton. 
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