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STUDY IN THE USA

Step Up to the Plate

Jonathan Clark on learning
English and batting practice

for the Boston Red Sox’
up-and-coming

stars

When English as a Second Language (ESL)
instructor Lynee Connelly arrived to her first day of class in
Lowell, Massachussetts, last summer, she knew right away
that she would have her work cut out for her. 

Her two students — both Dominican males in their late
teens — sat with their arms crossed, their eyes glaring out the
window. The situation required a quick change of lesson plan.

“I just tried to get them comfortable,” she explains. “I
believe that language learning is a social thing — you

have to relax, let your defenses down and just
speak.” So she set aside grammar lessons and

reading exercises and focused instead on
basic communicative skills. “Like how to

order at a restaurant, so they don’t
just go to fast food places.” 

Slowly, as the lessons pro-
gressed, the students started

to unfold their arms and
their view out the window

started to be redirected
towards the class-

room. The young
men, who clearly

had been won-
dering what

in the world



35January 2005 http://www.languagemagazine.com

STUDY IN THE USA

they were doing in a classroom rather than out on the baseball field,
had begun to see the value of their ESL instruction.

Lynee Connelly is an ESL teacher for the Boston Red Sox organ-
ization, stationed last summer with the organizationÕs minor league
affiliate Lowell Spinners. Like many other Major League Baseball
franchises, the Red Sox have recently been focusing an increasing
amount of their scouting on areas outside of the United States,
especially in Latin America. In 2003, 46 percent of Minor League
players signed to professional baseball contracts as of Opening Day
were born outside the United States, and this past year, that figure
climbed to 47.6 percent. And as they sign more and more young
international players, the Red Sox are finding that developing these
young men into productive Major League-level contributors requires
more than just developing their on-field baseball skills; it also
involves attention to cultural and linguistic assimilation.

Of course, just because the parent organization recognizes the
value in English language instruction does not automatically mean
that the players do, too. So when Lynee was confronted with a class
that made it perfectly clear to her that they were not happy about
being in school, she knew that she had to break down that barrier
before any productive learning could begin. Through role-playing situ-
ations that confronted the players both on and off the field Ñ one
exercise had one student playing the part of a waiter, the other a
restaurant client Ñ the students quickly realized the benefit of the
instruction. And they saw that school could be fun as well as instruc-
tive. ÒOnce they became comfortable, then they became a pleasure
and they smiled every time they walked through the door,Ó says
Lynee. ÒIt was amazing to watch them go from walls into people.Ó

She fondly recalls one student who began to stop at a local mar-
ket each day before class to buy a piece of fruit for the teacher. But
rather than limited himself to the traditional apple, he would buy a dif-
ferent item every day and ask Lynee to teach him its name. 

As his language ability developed, the same student would stick
around after class to eavesdrop on LyneeÕs conversations with other
members of the SpinnersÕ organization. ÒThe next lesson,Ó she says,
Òhe would imitate me saying things that would make him laugh, like,
ÔAre you serious?Õ or ÔOh my God.Õ He would pretend to be me and
repeat in a high-pitched voice, ÔReally, teacher, really?ÕÓ

For the Red SoxÕ director of player development, Ben Cherrington,
this kind of breakthrough in the English language classroom is a cru-
cial step in a playerÕs progression to the Major Leagues. ÒThe simple
part of it is the ability to communicate with coaches, teammates,
managers, people in the front office, so that when theyÕre being
instructed they understand fully what is being asked of them,Ó he
says. ÒI think the bigger issue is one of confidence. What we find is
that the more confident a player becomes in his English skills and his
overall assimilation to U.S. culture the more confident he ends up
being as a baseball player, too.Ó

The Red Sox minor league system consists of six teams: Top-level
AAA affiliate Pawtucket, Rhode Island; Double A entry Portland,

Maine; Single A franchises at Lowell; Sarasota, Fla.; and Augusta,
Ga.; a Rookie League team at Ft. Myers, Fla.; and now, baseball
academies in the Dominican Republic and Venezuela. Cherrington
estimates that there are between 80 and 90 foreign-born players in
the entire system. And for those foreign-born players at the
Dominican and Venezuelan academies, as well as for those on the
rookie-level team at Ft. Myers, English instruction is a requirement for
all. Beginning at the Single A level, the organization takes a case-by-
case approach in assigning its players to further language instruction.

As Cherrington explains, the reactions of the players to the class-
room component can very widely. ÒTypically, what weÕve found is that
those who get right into it generally have a little bit of a base already in
English or at least a better educational base so theyÕre more comfort-
able in a classroom environment.Ó Conversely, those with less educa-
tion are likely to feel anxious in the classroom setting, and it can take a
bit of work by the instructor to get them to buy into the program.

ÒBut they see that a little bit of comfort with the language can go a
long way,Ó says Cherrington. ÒIt can help them understand a coach or
help them be a leader among their peers; to be the guy that can go
to the restaurant and help their buddies order dinner, and thatÕs kind
of nice for them.Ó

Perhaps there is no better role model for these players than two of
the leaders among the 2004 World Champion Boston Red Sox squad:
David Ortiz and Pedro Martinez. The power-hitting Ortiz and the fire-
balling Martinez established themselves as leaders both on and off the
field for the Sox, in large part because of their command of the English
language. And their eloquence in front of the microphone made them
popular with the media, either as post-game radio and television inter-
viewees or quotable spokesmen for the local press. 

By the end of the summer term at Lowell, the same students who
had spent the first day staring out the window with their arms
crossed were thanking Lynee Connelly profusely in English for being
their teacher and imploring her to Òcome back with us!Ó to the
Dominican Republic for the winter. But perhaps just as encouraging
to Boston fans is a change that the experience of working for the Red
Sox had affected in the teacher herself. Lynee grew up in southern
Connecticut and as a girl spent many afternoons with her family at
Yankee Stadium rooting on the home team. Her experience teaching
ESL for the Red Sox, however, has quickly changed her loyalties.

The previous winter after her first season in the Boston organiza-
tion, Lynee was living in New York and she got a job offer from the
Yankees to work with players at their Staten Island minor league fran-
chise. As she recalls, ÒAt the same time the Red Sox called and
asked me to come back and teach for them again and it wasnÕt even
a choice Ñ I was going back to the Red Sox. The guys are just great
to work for, and yeah, IÕm a Red Sox fan now, too.Ó

And some day soon, she may enjoy the pleasure of watching her
former students in the uniform of her new favorite team, acting as
leaders out on the field and in the dugout, or even giving a post-
game interview in English.

Jonathan Clark lives in Mexico City, where he is an editor and reporter for the international edition of The Miami Herald.


