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INTRODUCTION

For the fourth year, The Literacy Review aims to celebrate, inspire, and provide 
models for adult learners and their teachers. LR4 publishes writing by 56 writers 
who study at 25 sites throughout New York City.     

The Literacy Review is part of the Literacy Project of the Writing Program at 
New York University’s Gallatin School. The book is created by undergraduates, most 
of whom have taken Literacy in Action, a service-learning course co-sponsored by the 
Writing Program and the Community Learning Initiative.

Two key Literacy Project people are leaving us: Professor Paul Jurmo, who has 
taught Literacy in Action for nine of its ten semesters, has been appointed dean of 
Economic Development and Continuing Education at Union County College in New 
Jersey; Nikki D’Errico, an editor of The Literacy Review for three years, and this 
year the first editor in chief, is graduating and will soon begin a two-year stint with 
the Peace Corps in Morocco. We will miss them very much, and have asked them to 
write an introduction to The Literacy Review as their valedictions. 

June Foley, Writing Program Director

Nikki D’Errico: A Student’s Experience with the Gallatin Literacy Project

My enthusiasm for writing has guided nearly all of the choices I have made in my 
life. I came to Gallatin hoping that after four years, I’d leave a journalistic wordsmith. 
As a second-year student, I interned at The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, eagerly 
aspiring to write for television. After completing my internship and a number of 
classes in NYU’s Journalism Department, I felt I had been left with empty experi-
ences. I didn’t want to take ownership of someone else’s story, and I began exploring 
the political and psychological implications of that very process—a process I once 
desired to be a part of. 

June Foley, my adviser, suggested I take Paul Jurmo’s class, Literacy in Action. 
As my volunteer-experience for that course, I began student-teaching an ESOL writ-
ing class with June for adults (most of them born in China) at the University Settle-
ment Society on the Lower East Side. The experience of teaching writing to adult 
students put into practice the passion for writing I had brought with me to Gallatin: it 
allowed me to help others use their own words to write their own stories. 

The next step for me was one of exploration; I needed to learn more about the 
immigrant community I found myself working in. I volunteered to teach English to 
a high school class of newly-arrived immigrants through the International Rescue 
Committee. The previous semester in Gallatin I had edited The Literacy Review for 
the first time, and it proved to be an invaluable teaching tool in my class. This made 
me realize the multi-faceted importance of the book—for learners outside of the class-
room but also for learners inside the classroom. I was the first Literacy Review editor 
to return for a second year, and after doing so I traveled to the University of North 
Carolina’s SCALE (Student Coalition for Action in Literacy Education) national con-
ference to teach a workshop on using The Literacy Review as a classroom text. 

And now, with great thanks to Gallatin’s Literacy Project for guiding me, I’m the 
first editor in chief of The Literacy Review, and I’ve returned to the IRC with June 
Foley, teaching a creative writing class to another group of adult learners—Afri-
can refugees. In my four years of college, I’ve learned as much from the people I’ve 
taught as I’ve learned in classrooms, and my respect and admiration for the learners 
published in every volume of The Literacy Review has grown each year. After gradu-
ation I will travel to Morocco with the Peace Corps. On my own journey, I will bring 
the courage the writers in this journal found within themselves. Congratulations!



Professor Paul Jurmo: Literacy in Action and The Literacy Review

A few months after 9/11—when NYC and NYU were just beginning to recover 
from the shock—I began teaching a course at the Gallatin School titled Literacy in 
Action. In the four years since then, over 100 NYU undergraduates have partici-
pated in that class, where they get a solid introduction to the field of adult literacy 
education. They do so by combining volunteer work in a local adult basic skills 
program with reflection on that field experience; readings on the theory, practice, 
and policy of adult education; classroom discussions about their field experience and 
readings; and preparation of an “Issue Brief” on an adult literacy policy issue. In 
the process, the students have developed an awareness of the adult literacy issue, 
a link to adult learners, and practical teaching and research skills. A number of 
graduates of the course have gone on to work in adult literacy education or related 
fields, while others have taken what they’ve learned into other fields they have cho-
sen. I am very proud of the wonderful students who have gone through these nine 
semesters with me and am grateful to the Gallatin School’s Writing Program and 
Community Learning Initiative for giving me this opportunity to share what I’ve 
learned in 30 years as an adult literacy education professional.

Many of the undergraduates who have served as editors of the four editions of 
The Literacy Review are graduates of the Literacy in Action course. They—and 
Professor June Foley—have done something wonderful. They have produced vol-
umes of writings that are fun and inspiring to read (and to use as teaching materials 
in adult literacy classrooms). But the The Literacy Review also holds some impor-
tant lessons for all New Yorkers: 

• There are millions of New Yorkers who have limited English proficiency and/or 
lack adequate prior education.

• Adult education programs can and do help those adults to develop the vital lit-
eracy and language skills they need as workers, family members, community mem-
bers, and citizens. 

• Adult education programs typically lack resources to share the good work be-
ing done within their programs. 

• An institution like New York University has resources—talented people and 
funding—which can support the work of underfunded adult educators and adult 
learners. 

• Writing is a powerful tool for not just “practical” reasons (e.g., filling out forms 
and writing workplace memos) but to enable learners to reflect on their lives, their 
goals and accomplishments and futures, and to tell the world who they are. 

• Other colleges and universities within the city—as well as other institutions 
like corporations, foundations, and public and private agencies—should learn from 
the example of the good people who have created The Literacy Review. 

Congratulations to the adult learners who submitted writings for this publication 
and to the great people who support adult literacy education now and will be doing 
so in the future. We are competing with ignorance and fear. You have recognized 
the power of education and love to turn us in a better direction.





Our New York City



Grandma, Gaijin and Me
SANDY KAWAHARA

“Hey, Grandma! Look, look! They’re com-
ing! GAIJIN!” 

“Don’t look at and don’t follow them, good 
girl.” 

“Why not?” 
It was one of those unforgettable scenes 

from my childhood, in a small town in Japan, 
in the late 1960s. “Gaijin” means foreigners 
in Japanese. It was the first time I saw for-
eigners in my life. Since that moment I have 
been interested in people and cultures from 

especially the United States, even though I didn’t have a 
own country. Since then, everything about gaijin 

and gaikoku (foreign countries) has had special meaning to me.
More than 25 years later, I landed in New York full of dreams and pre-

pared to live as a gaijin here. I have seen a lot of things for the first time, 
such as big loaves of bread, all kinds of potatoes, clothing in a wide variety 
of sizes, and all the activities surrounding Thanksgiving. I have been here 
for almost seven years and there are still things that surprise and confuse 
me. Also, I have met many people from different cultures and religions, even 
from places I don’t recognize on a world map. One of the biggest reasons 
why I like New York is that people with different backgrounds live here 
together and keep their own styles, but also respect the styles and cultures 
of others. 

Seeing New Yorkers face the challenges and stresses of daily life has 
given me courage and a positive outlook. I have a big responsibility of com-
municating my native culture to my daughter, who was born here and is an 
American. I think New York is like a small country but with strong power to 
influence other countries around the world. I believe that this city can show 
the world how people can live together in peace and respect one another’s 
lifestyles without fighting. I really give many thanks to New York for open-
ing my eyes to a more global viewpoint than I would have had if I had stayed 
in my country. 



Sandy Kawahara has lived in New York City for seven years. She is a student 
at the College of Mount Saint Vincent’s Institute for Immigrant Concerns. Her 
teacher is Helene Sashin. “Another big reason why I came to New York City 
was that I respect American artists, such as Andy Warhol and Peter Max. I 
have always wanted to live in the same air that they breathed.”
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My Father’s Advice 
SORIBA BANGOURA

When I first arrived in New York, I used to 
call my father in Guinea, Africa, or my friends 
in France. I would use either a two-dollar or 
five-dollar phone card. I realized that I had 
more time to talk when I called Europe than 
when I called Africa, which I don’t under-
stand because the map shows that Guinea is 
closer to New York than Europe is. The same 
two-dollar phone card gives me 100 minutes 
to call Europe, but only 15 minutes to call 
Guinea. When my friend asked me why this 

because the phone card company wants the Africans 
money.” In Guinea, nobody pays attention to time. A 

four p.m. appointment might not happen until six. 
One day when I called my friend, he could hear a siren in the background 

where I was. He was curious to know if it was the police or an ambulance. 
He wanted to know what was going on that was distracting us from our 
conversation. I told him to listen to me and not the sirens because “time is 
money.” It is always interesting when I get the chance to talk to my rela-
tives. I love the phone card.

When I call my father, he always wants to know what impresses me about 
America. When I explain how different things are here, he doesn’t believe 
me sometimes. My father knows about the trains in Africa, but I had to use 
three different languages to try to explain to him what the subways are like 
in New York. I said, “The subway is a train that runs under the earth, and 
we board it underground, too.” Then I told him that sometimes there are 
even skyscrapers that are built on top of the subway station. He asked me 
questions like, “What do the passengers do when it rains?” and “How do 
they get air to breathe?” 

I like when my father asks me what impresses me about New York. I tell 
him about bridges, skyscrapers, calling 911 and how the roads are nice and 
smooth. But these things are just different to me. They are not what really 
impresses me. What impresses me about America is the lives of women, 
children and animals. I remember, when I was growing up in Guinea, my 
father always told me that if I wanted success in life, I must love, and never 
do wrong to women, children and animals. But he never gave me the rea-
sons for this advice. 

I tell my father that I cannot believe how much people love animals here. 
One day in Manhattan, I was at Madison Park, not far from the International 
Center, one of the places where I’m learning English now. I was sitting on a 
bench, eating my lunch, when suddenly a stupid, fat squirrel jumped on my 

11



leg, wanting my food. At first I was confused, and for a few seconds I was 
thinking that I was at home in my village. I said to the squirrel, “Are you 
crazy? You are food.” I had forgotten the law that they are free to enjoy the 
park like me, and I started to laugh. I closed my food package, and I said, 
“Food, food, food,” because that is how I think of squirrels. He thought I 
was encouraging him to have my food, but I was really saying that to me, 
he is food. 

I used to go hunting with my father during the holidays. I was a good 
hunter, but I told my father that sometimes I did not have a good hunt be-
cause I only killed one squirrel. In New York, people do not hunt the ani-
mals. They make a life together. The wild animals here don’t run from the 
people like they do in our village. Dogs are not guards at the homes as they 
are in Africa. When I found out that dogs are even allowed to sleep in a 
person’s bedroom, I could not believe it.  Here they love animals. 

At my second apartment in Brooklyn, my roommate was an immigrant 
from Africa. He was there with his two children. One day, one of the chil-
dren took the phone and dialed 911, and then hung up. Suddenly, five min-
utes later, we heard the policemen at our door. It was morning, and the 
noise woke me up. They used their force to break the door and get inside 
to see what was going on. In Africa, when children are bad like this, they 
are beaten. But these children were not. Since that day, I have known that 
you cannot beat children in America. It is forbidden. Two days later, I was 
talking about what happened with the child’s mother, and she told me that 
when they were in Africa, her husband would beat her once a month, and 
she would be badly hurt. But since they got to New York three years ago, 
she has never been beaten. To sum it up, I found out that women, children 
and animals are protected by the laws in America. 

What most impresses me though, is that my father told me this useful 
advice 15 years ago. Did he know what my destiny was, that I might one 
day live in a country where you automatically go to jail if you beat a woman 
or child? 

I like America because in Conakry, the city where I am from in Guinea, 
the kids in my village called me “foté,” which means “white man,” because I 
was always distributing candy when I came home from work. We were all 
very close, and I loved them. I’m educated, and I knew a long time ago that 
I must be nice to women, children and animals. So I have many things in 
common with New Yorkers.  



“I have really enjoyed learning English over the past year. The International 
Rescue Committee’s Literacy For Life program has helped me become more 
comfortable in America.” At the IRC, Soriba Bangoura was welcomed by 
volunteers Lucile Herbert and Carrie Baum. His tutor was Pearl Arnovitz, and 
the literacy coordinator is Lindsey Rothschild.
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Why I Go to Church 
in New York City

NELSON FENG

If I have the chance, I go to church. Some 
of my friends don’t understand why I go to 
church, because I never went to church when 
I was in China. 

In fact, right now I still do not trust God 
completely. I think just trusting myself is 
enough. But I still continue to go to church. 
Here are some reasons:

The first reason is that I think most people 
in the church are friendly. I can make friends 
with them easily. Then I can practice English 

studying, but nowadays my situation doesn’t 
university, while some of the churches have an 

ESOL class. Also, I can study the English Bible in every church. 
The second reason is that I need to say sorry to Jesus, because I lie very 

often, almost every day. When I got a job in this country, my friends told me 
that I may meet some unbelievable, crazy persons. So, they said, if you go 
to a strange place, don’t tell the truth about yourself. Just 30 percent true 
is enough. So I changed to a different job, moved to a different place; I just 
changed my identity. And now I work in a restaurant. My position is the 
delivery department manager. I need to bring some delivery men with me 
to put menus in offices and apartment buildings. I need to open the office or 
apartment building’s door for them. So I need to lie every day. Sometimes I 
say I’m a UPS person. Sometimes I say I’m a repair person.

The third reason is that I want to look for a girlfriend who fits with me. In 
my deep mind I think if the girl goes to church, she will be nice. If she can fall 
in love with me, I’ll be happy. If not, I don’t care; I’ll just try again. 



Nelson Feng was a teacher in Fu Zhou, China, and has had a variety of 
restaurant jobs in New York City. He studies at the University Settlement 
Society’s Family Literacy Program, where Michael Hunter is the director.

13



Where I Live: 
the Outside and the Inside

MARIA RODRIGUEZ 

I like my block because it is quiet. I have 
lived there for a long time. We have restau-
rants, a laundry, beauty salons and at the 
back of my apartment is a church. I have 
never seen a crime or a fight. 

Now, however, there appear to be two 
teams developing. On one side there are 
three ladies, and on the other are three men. 
The conflict is about the pigeons who live on 
the block. The ladies say they are creatures 
that depend on the generosity of the people 

the other side, the men claim that the pigeons are 
and they will destroy the buildings. The men also 

feel that these birds bring rats to the area. The men actually put out some 
poison on top of the food, for killing the rats. The ladies immediately got rid 
of the poison because of their fear that dogs and cats would also be killed. 

I was asked to join the “good team” (the ladies group), but I really don’t 
want to be involved in things that are not my business. Every time they see 
me, they call, “Hello, hello” and want to talk with me—about the pigeons, of 
course. I just smile, say hello and walk on. I find it is the best way to handle 
conflicts among neighbors.  I am able to live in peace and be happy.

I also love my favorite room in my apartment. I spend most of my time 
in that living room. I talk with my friends on the telephone. Each morning, 
first thing, I open the window to see whether the day is sunny or dark. Then 
I see the trees moving—and yes, the pigeons on the branches. On Sunday, I 
love to listen to a special program of old-fashioned music. Sometimes I feel 
tired. Then, I rest on the sofa and look at a beautiful picture that I won in a 
raffle. I appreciate what I have. My room is quiet. I am happy because I do 
not bother other people and nobody bothers me.



Maria Rodriguez was born in Colombia. “I came to New York many years 
ago. I’m an orphan with just a little education. I work as a housekeeper. 
I have a daughter who graduated from Harvard. Now I’m taking classes 
at Union Settlement Association.” Maria Rodriguez calls her teacher, Miriam 
Lee, “an exceptionally good teacher,” and also thanks the site supervisor, 
Maria Quiroga, “who encourages us to continue our education.” 

14



The Hood: 
a Tale of the Ghetto

CHRIS SAVORY

My name is Chris Savory and I lived in the 
Sethlow Houses in Brownsville. I have made 
a big turn-around in my life. I am now my 
own man and I don’t want to be like anybody 
else. The ghetto is the hood. I believe people 
in the ghetto are meant to be struggling. You 
struggle harder if there is not enough income 
to live on. That’s why you live in the ghetto.

When you are in the hood, your biggest 
worry is rival gangs. The Bloods and the 
Crips are the two biggest gangs. The Bloods 

and the Crips with blue. Every day and every 
at one another, they beat each other up and they 
people. Many innocent people get hurt. Some-

times people in my hood would beat other people up just because they didn’t 
live in our neighborhood. They would say, “I got to send them a message.” 
This is not cool, it’s cruel. 

In my hood there is always jealousy and envy. People hate you for stupid 
reasons. They hate you because you look better or you get more girls. If 
you have MONEY you will become the most hated.

Every day before I get home I see drug paraphernalia, drugs and urine 
on the ground. You see people in the buildings hustling from sun up to sun 
down trying to make money. Then there are the bums and addicts that will 
rob, steal and kill for their next high. You never feel safe. Cops in my hood 
are dirty. They are always harassing people for no reason.  

Six months ago I moved to East Flatbush. I like it. I now live in a quiet 
and nice neighborhood. I live in a nice house. What a dream come true! I 
have been blessed, but I will never forget the hood. 



Chris Savory has lived his whole life—19 years—in New York City. He studies at 
the Downtown Learning Center, where his tutor is Carol Laviscount and the 
site supervisor is Joni Schwartz. “Everything that I wrote about in ‘The Hood’ 
happened to me in real life.”
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The New Cab Driver
SARAH JEON

I am a new immigrant. I am newly hired 
a taxi company as a cabdriver. Outside 

my window it is dark and the early birds 
are still sleeping. But I have to get up for 
work and leave home with a pack of gimbob 
(vegetables and seaweed, rolled in rice) that 
my wife prepared for my lunch. With sleepy 
eyes she shaped the gimbob and packed 
them. I am Korean and I am not yet used to 
eating sandwiches or hamburgers.  

On my first day of driving I have only a few 
quite familiar with New York City and I don’t 

Sometimes when I don’t take a shortcut because, 
t know the city that well, the passengers yell at me, calling 

me “stupid” or “stupid immigrant,” and then go off without leaving any tip.
When I take passengers to the airport and the traffic is bumper-to-bumper 

I get very nervous and my shirt gets soaked with my sweat. I experience 
that driving a cab is a really tiring job. In my country I thought I used 
to work hard. I was a teacher, and you know teaching is hard work. But 
driving in New York City beats all that! I came to America to make my 
dream come true, but this is not the way I dreamed.

One freezing day, when I have my lunch break, I see a man with shaggy 
hair sitting on a bench with brown vinyl bags in a shopping cart next to him. 
He has all sorts of bags beside him. He is homeless and looks very hungry, 
so I give him part of my gimbob my wife packed for me. He eats it without 
saying thank you.

The following day when I see him again, I offer him another gimbob. 
Again he takes it and eats it without a word. I wonder if he is waiting for 
me to say something to him.

The next time I see this raggedy man, he is sitting on a bench reading a 
newspaper. He has a very comfortable pose that reminds me of Emperor 
Nero. As I did before, I offer him some of my gimbob. Suddenly he speaks. 

“Can I have some bread?”  
I am puzzled. My confusion must show on my face because he repeats, “I 

want a sandwich. You know, b-r-e-a-d, sand-wich!”
“Oh!” I say in confusion, when I realize what he is saying. “I don’t have 

sandwiches. I don’t like sandwiches.”
As I watch his head turn away from the gimbob in my hand, I realize that 

adapting to new things is not easy for my new friend either.
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Born in Korea, Sarah Jeon came to the United States when she was 30 years 
old. She studies English at the Queens Borough Public Library’s Elmhurst Adult 
Learning Center, where her teacher is Bona Soanes. “I’m fond of flowering 
plants and like outdoor exercise, including riding a bicycle and skiing.” This is 
a true story, which happened to Sarah Jeon’s husband when he was a cab 
driver. 
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A Bad Day on the Bus
DAPHNE YOUNG

One day I was going to work. I had already taken my son to the babysit-
ter. I walked to White Plains Road at 219th Street, got on the bus and paid 
my fare. The bus was very crowded, so I stood on the front step of the bus 
to Gun Hill Road. I stepped off the bus to let the passengers get off more 
quickly. There were so many people getting off, I could not wait until all of 
them exited from the front of the bus, so I went through the back door to 
get back on. 

As I stepped up, a man started pulling on me. I told him to get his hands 
off of me. In my shock and excitement I started kicking him. Then he told 
me I was under arrest. I said to myself, Oh, my God! He handcuffed me and 
arrested me for getting in through the back of the bus. I couldn’t believe 
this was happening to me.

I told him that I had paid my fare but could not wait until all the passen-
gers got off, so I got back on through the back door. I wanted to make sure 
that I got back on the bus. Although I explained, he still arrested me. The 
worst part of this day was riding through the neighborhood in handcuffs 
to the 47th Precinct. When I got there, I was asked, “What do you have on 
you?” I told the officers that I had some money. After the questioning ses-
sion, I was taken to 161st Street and fingerprinted. I had to wipe my hand on 
a piece of dirty cloth. I cried hard. That piece of cloth was so dirty. 

I promised myself that I would stay out of trouble. I think the police of-
ficer that handcuffed me was having a bad day. He wanted to put me away 
so badly. He took my picture and wanted to put me in a jail cell. There was 
another officer there and he said, “Why do you want to put her in a cell? You 
were supposed to write her a ticket and let her go.” 

Three months later, I was summoned to appear in court. A Legal Aid 
lawyer was assigned to represent me on the case. I didn’t say anything. The 
lawyer did all the talking for me. When I appeared in front of the judge, he 
said to me, “Next time, pay your fare and save yourself a lot of aggravation.” 
Then he told me to either pay a ten-dollar fine, or spend three days in jail. I 
gladly paid the ten-dollar fine.



Born in Jamaica, Daphne Young studies at the New York Public Library’s 
Wakefield Center for Reading and Writing. Her tutor is Rosalie LaMarr. “I like to 
go to work and work for my own money. I work in a nursing home. Sometimes 
I think we are the only family that the people there have.” 
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Don’t Park Your Car Too Long
TEMURI AKHOBADZE

It happened in early April, when because 
different religious holidays, New York 

City auto parking rules were suspended for 
many days. It happened that I needed to go 

South Bend University in Indiana to per-
form at a music festival. So I found a quiet 
place on Morningside Drive next to the park. 

put my 17-year-old Oldsmobile there and 
left for Chicago.

I had a wonderful time for one week. I was 
staying at my friend’s house in South Bend. 

very Everything was ready for me anytime, including 
a very fancy car, maybe two or three months old. I was driving this new 
car with big, big pleasure, but at the same time I missed my old Cutlass 
Sierra, my dear old friend. I was so happy there, but time flies. I needed to 
go back. 

When I came back to New York there was a very big rain. The television 
announced one storm after another. In the late evening, I decided to go and 
check on how my car was doing. It was raining cats and dogs. Even with 
an umbrella I was almost all wet when I approached my car. Oh, my good-
ness…what did I see? You won’t believe this! My car’s big back window 
was broken. Instead of glass a dirty shade was hanging and inside of the 
car some people were sleeping. I was shocked! Instinctively I opened the 
driver’s side door and loudly said, “What are you doing in here? Everybody 
out of the car!”

They looked very scared. Slowly they started to come out of the car. 
“What are you doing here? Who broke the window?” I asked, feeling 

quite angry.  
One guy answered, “It was raining too hard, and we were thinking that 

somebody decided to give up this car, because nobody checked it for a few 
days. We decided to sleep in it. We don’t have any money.”

“So why did you need to break the big window?” I asked. “Why could you 
not break the smallest window on the back door?” 

“It was easier,” I got answered.
So what can you do? There was no reason to report it to the police. I have 

one-way insurance. I thought for a few seconds and said, “Okay, it is too late 
and wet. You can sleep inside now.  Tomorrow I’ll come back.”

“Thank you, sir,” I heard behind me.
“Who needs this ‘thank you?’” I was very disappointed and sad. 
The next morning I went to the hardware store, bought a big transparent 

tablecloth and some wide Scotch tape. It was after 10. At 11 the parking 

19



rule started to be in effect. I needed to rush. They were there in the car.
“Everybody out. I don’t have much time.  I must move the car.”  
Next, they came out of the car and started to clean up the broken glass. 

One guy was helping me to put the plastic cloth on the broken window. Ten 
minutes after 11 the cleaning truck and sanitation car were behind me. I 
needed to move.

“Thank you, sir. Goodbye!”
Who needs this “thank you?” I was thinking, but my heart was a little 

melted. Life is difficult, I thought. I was on my way to the Bronx to the 
junkyard to get the back window repaired.



Temuri Akhobadze is a musician who came from the Republic of Georgia 
15 years ago He attends the New York Public Library’s St. Agnes Center for 
Reading and Writing. His tutor is Kay Joseph and the site advisor is Steven 
Mahoney.
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A Stranger on the Subway
XIAOLING CHEN

I met Fenny at the subway. She was about 
30 years old, of medium height. Two big 
brown eyes were set on her pretty face. The 
straight, long, black hair lay softly on her 
back. It made her skin appear more smooth 
and fair. Her stomach protruded a little. She 
wore a long brown maternity skirt. Every-
one could tell that she was a pregnant wom-
an, but it never affected her beauty. You felt 
easily that she had taken higher education. A 
woman who had rough skin sat beside her. I 

talk in Mandarin because the subway had some ac-

Fenny came from Tai Yuan, the capital of the Shanxi province. It was a 
traditional and quiet city. She worked in the Tai Yuan government after she 
graduated from university. Her parents looked on her as a pearl. They didn’t 
want her to become a famous person, but just hoped for her health and hap-
piness. It made her enjoy her comfortable life. 

Then she met Bin, a Chinese American, a genius artist who came from 
New York. It changed her whole life. They talked about art and visited the 
galleries and museums. Bin drew portraits of Fenny beside the stream. 
Thereafter, the big, small, frontal, and side sketches of Fenny were set in 
Bin’s workroom. Six months later, they got married. But at that time, Bin 
received information from his American gallery. He had to go back to Amer-
ica to continue his job. Fenny didn’t have any choice. She kept a sweet hope 
to follow her husband here to begin her new life. 

When she got here, she saw Bin’s family first: a 70-year-old mother-in-law 
and a 40-year-old sister-in-law. The sunshine gave them an obvious sign: 
bronze- colored skin. You knew they worked hard in a village for a long 
time. Bin was the only one who had a Master’s degree in their home. They 
welcomed Fenny zealously in front of the house that they rent in Brooklyn. 
Quickly, they found that they couldn’t understand each other, because Fen-
ny used Mandarin and Bin’s family used Taisanese. The most difficult thing, 
though, was that they couldn’t find any common topics to share. They felt so 
embarrassed to live together. 

Next, they received more bad news that Bin must go to Washington to 
continue his painting in one month. Fenny felt so anxious and lonely. Until 
that time, she never knew how to find a job, how to take the subway, how to 
advance in her English and how to communicate with Bin’s family. But Bin’s 
and her baby had been inside her for two months. She knew she couldn’t go 

t feel they had any relationship. 

cident and we were stuck in the tunnel about one hour. 
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back to China. She must stay here for her lover and her baby. 
Fenny saw Bin again three months later. She kept her tears in her eyes to 

say, “Would you find another job to do in New York?”
Bin answered, “Yes. We’ll eat nothing, just inhale the wind at home to-

gether.”
Fenny gazed at Bin and couldn’t believe that he was her lover. Her heart 

was broken into pieces. The tears burst from her eyes. 
When Fenny mentioned this, the train moved again. She mopped her 

tears stealthily with a napkin. I suddenly realized that the woman who sat 
next to her was her sister-in-law.

At the next stop, they got off the train and disappeared into the station. I 
could only bless her in secret, hoping her beautiful eyes wouldn’t have tears 
again.



“I was a supervisor of a bank in China, but I had few chances to use English. 
When I came here, I found everything is different from my old life. I must 
improve my English to adapt quickly to my new life. So I try to write something 
and say something and surround myself with English. I believe this is a good 
method for my English level.” Xiaoling had a baby girl in February 2006. She 
studied at University Settlement Society until the day before her baby was 
expected, and returned to classes a month later. 
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My Trip to Kennedy Airport
HUBERT BAILEY

Monday of last week I went to Kennedy Airport to drop off my friend 
Owen. On my way from the Bronx to the airport, my friend said to me, “I 
will not be reading any signs for you.” When I asked him why not, he said to 
me, “I want you to read because you are going to school. So read and let me 
see if you are learning.” 

I drove to the Whitestone Bridge, then to the Grand Central Parkway 
and to Van Wyck Parkway. I got off at the exit for the airport. I said to 
Owen, “This is the hard part for me to do.” So he asked me why it was the 
hard part. I told him that I always got lost when I went to Kennedy Airport. 
He told me all I had to do was read the signs and follow the arrows and I 
would go right to the departure gate.

After entering the airport, I just read the signs, followed the arrows and 
found the departure gate very easily. After I dropped off Owen at the de-
parture gate, I went to the parking lot. It was not where it had been the last 
time I was there. It had been moved to a different location. I had to drive 
and read the signs to find it. 

Before I went into the parking lot, I had to stop and get a ticket. When I 
was leaving the parking lot, I stuck the ticket in a machine and the person 
in the booth read it and told me how much to pay. After I paid, I was on my 
way back to the Bronx. All I had to do was to look for the signs that said 
Whitestone Bridge. That took me into the I-95 highway. From the I-95, I 
knew I was getting off at Gun Hill Road, which is the way to my house. It 
was fun taking my friend to the airport. 

The next day I called Owen in Jamaica. He said to me, “Did you have any 
problems getting home?” I told him no, that my way home was no problem. 
I felt good telling him this. When I knew that I could read and understand 
what I read, I was happy. I want to tell all the tutors at Wakefield thanks 
for helping me to turn my life around by teaching me how to read and write 
better.



Hubert Bailey was born in Jamaica. At the Wakefield Center for Reading and 
Writing, where he studies, the site supervisor is Sherlette Lee and his tutor is 
Charmin Haynes. “I like to read the daily newspaper because it informs me 
about the many things that are going on in the world. I also like being able to 
explain what is happening in the world to my friends and my family.” 
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A Job I Once Hated, 
Then Loved 
GEORGE BURNETT

Way back in the early 1980s, when I first came to New York, I got a job 
working in a parking garage. This garage was in the 34th Street area, it 
was maybe two or three levels underground and always filled with exhaust 
fumes and no sunlight. It was fast-paced when there was an event at the 
Garden; you moved like a robot.

At that time, I thought this was the worst job ever. The pay was dirt 
cheap, minimum wage. At first I hated this job. Then one day, a worker 
called in sick and my supervisor sent me to fill in. This was at Canal and 
Centre Street. This was an open lot, not underground. Someone would 
ask me to take good care of their car or ask me not to bury it. This was 
different; never before had I come into contact with the car owners. So at 
first I hardly even responded or complied with their requests. But soon I 
started to realize that these were the big tippers and if you are nice to these 
people, in return they tip well. Sometime my tips came to double or triple 
my paycheck.

It was outdoors, I was away from all the fumes, I could see how there was 
potential to make money with the tips, so of course I wanted to stay at this 
new location. I decided to ask the supervisor if I could work that lot. At first 
he said no, so I quit and went home. I had my car and some money to live 
off of for a little while and I’ve always been lucky with finding work when I 
needed it (knock on wood), so I wasn’t worried about walking away from a 
bad job anyway.

When I got home, he had left me a message on the machine to call him, so 
I did. He said I could work at that lot, so the next day I went to work there 
and it was so busy that there was no time for lunch. I made a lot of money.

To this day, that may have been my most lucrative job ever. Twenty years 
later, my job is converting old elevators to new ones. This job is much more 
interesting because I get to see a finished product. 



Born in Jamaica, George Burnett has lived in New York City since 1981. “I 
love to travel and can never get enough of it. I would like to go to Alaska 
next. I appreciate how the library helps people like me, who are struggling 
to improve their reading and writing.” At the Tompkins Square Center for 
Reading and Writing of the New York Public Library, George Burnett’s tutor is 
Allison Hughes and the site supervisor is Terry Sheehan. 
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I Love Every Type of Work 
in the World
SEGUNDO E. YAIPEN

Let me tell you how much I love every type 
of work in the world. Did you know that I can 
sew clothes? I can work as a house painter, as 
a construction employee, and I like to work 
as a gardener. I feel that God has blessed all 
kinds of jobs, so every kind of work is very 
interesting.

I began as a jewelry maker in 1985. I made 
small designs, like name plates, initials, spe-
cial order designs, and so on. In 1986, I went 
to work for myself. At this time I could do 

many complete jobs. I knew how to polish and finish a jewel.
workshop. We were four people working together: 

About 35 jewelry stores were sending orders 
to our small factory. We could do diamond setting, casting, gold plating, en-
graving, new models, wax injection, and many more things.

I enjoyed my work. The most important things in our work were organi-
zation, quality and responsibility, so eventually two of my brothers estab-
lished jewelry stores of their own. Two nephews came to work with us. They 
were very good jewelry makers, too. 

As far as machinery and tools, we had a rolling mill machine, polishing 
and lapping machines, casting and electric oven machines, ultrasonic and 
electromagnetic cleaning machines, and other medium, small and very small 
tools.

As far as materials, we used pure or fine precious and semiprecious met-
als, such as 2 karat gold, silver, cooper, cadmium, different alloys and other 
things such as wax, filters, ammonia, filtered water, mold rubber, different 
colored stones, genuine and synthetic stones.

We recycled different things, such as very small gold pieces and scrap, 
which we had to separate by color; the water where we washed our hands; 
the garbage from the polishing machines; and all the garbage from the floor. 
For personal protection we used gloves, goggles, air extractors, masks, se-
curity video cameras and so on.

Two years ago I had a difficult experience, but nothing could stop me. I 
had problems with the city and the building permit for the workshop. I had 
problems with my health and my son’s performance in school. However, I 
always think: When something bad happens, something good is coming.

So in 2004 my wife and I started a jewelry store. Now we are a retail 
store. We offer our customers many different kinds of jewels in 14 karat and 
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18 karat gold made in Italy, Spain and Korea, as well as offering repairs. 
Our goal is to satisfy our customers’ needs and answer their questions. We 
understand that sometimes this is hard, but not impossible.

In conclusion, every job in the world can be beautiful and fascinating if 
you love it. You can all do something extraordinary if you study, plan and 
organize. You can make your dreams come true if you have peace. You can 
do it if you save money little by little. Would you like to do it? Do it, and God 
bless you.



Born in Peru, Segund E. Yaipen writes, “I’ve been studying in the civics program 
since January 2005. I’m learning, thanks to myself and my teachers and my 
wife and kids. I feel that education is the most important thing in my life. If 
I study more, everything will be more beautiful.” At LaGuardia Community 
College’s Center for Immigrant Education and Training, Segundo E. Yaipen’s 
teacher is Hillary Gardner. 
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No Farm Life for Me
ROY HENDRICKS

I was born on September 18, 1938. I was 
raised on a farm and took care of the live-
stock. Feeding and watering the animals and 
working in the field taught me how to appre-
ciate being able to work and the discipline 
that comes from working hard. There wasn’t 
much time for me to attend school because I 
was needed to help my family take care of the 
farm. As I grew older, I was taught how to 
drive trucks, tractors and cars. The thought 
of reading never crossed my mind because 

to read in the rural south. Back in the 1930s in 
North Carolina, the roads were named after animals, 

like Pig Road, Horse Lane, and Cow Track Road, and they were recognized 
as landmarks.

On my 22nd birthday I decided: No more farm life for me. I came by bus to 
New York City. In New York City, I took the subway at 42nd Street. There 
were newsstands, variety stores, toy stores, even restaurants, and to my 
amazement an underground train. What a difference this was from living on 
a farm.

Outside there were so many street signs, buildings with names and num-
bers to read, and I realized that I could not read. Soon after my arrival in 
New York, I got a job as a truck driver and it was hard for me to read in-
voices and street signs. I began to develop a system to read invoices. I would 
look for a particular word on the invoice and match it to the package that I 
had to deliver. For example, I would look for the word “green” or a number 
on the invoice and match it to the color or number on the box.

When I had to make deliveries, I began to notice while driving south in 
the borough of Queens that the address numbers would increase and while 
driving north the address numbers would decrease. I also noticed that each 
borough had a different color street sign and the Long Island street signs 
are a lot smaller than New York City signs. When I would drive from Queens 
to deliver a package on Long Island, I noticed that a Queens address would 
have five numbers, like 169-09, and a Long Island address would have four 
numbers, like 1321 Merrick Road. Also, the numbers would increase from 
the 100’s in Queens to 1000’s on Long Island. If I drove west I would always 
find my way back to Queens or end up in the borough of Manhattan.

Then one day a friend of mine told me about the Queens Library literacy 
program and how they could teach me to read. That motivated me and I 
decided to attend the Rochdale Library’s ALC reading program. As of this 
moment, I am reading so much better that I often help other students. The 
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best gift God can give anyone is to learn to read and have great tutors, like 
the ones at the Rochdale Adult Learning Center.



“A midwife brought me into the world on my grandfather’s farm, where I 
learned about animals, tractors and trucks.” In New York City since 1962, 
Roy Hendricks worked as a stone cutter and a glazier. He attends Rochdale 
Adult Learning Center of the Queens Borough Public Library. Sarah Payne 
and Vivian Roberts are his tutors, and Michael Semple is the site supervisor.
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Deli
JOHN HULLIHAN

My first job, I was 15 years old. I worked in a deli. My pay was 17 dol-
lars a week. I gave my mother 10 dollars and seven dollars was mine. Good 
money for a 15-year-old boy. They were the good old days and the happy 
days. I packed shelves and delivered groceries and ate well.

My boss was a good man to work for. He was a happy-go-lucky man. The 
day he married his wife, he was even happier. The day his wife became the 
boss in the deli, the good time was gone. She was a pest and a nag. Nothing 
satisfied her and everybody quit.



John Hullihan attends the St. Agnes Center for Reading and Writing, where 
his tutor is Victoria Liska. “I came to the library to learn to read and write. I 
don’t walk away anymore, because now I can read much better. Before, I 
would be embarrassed and walk away.”
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A Place That I Love
SVETLANA PASMAN

For seven years I lived in Brooklyn, but I 
always had a dream to live in Manhattan. One 
day, my dream came true. I now live in a sev-
en-floor apartment building that is located on 
the corner of Avenue A and East 11th Street 
in Manhattan.

This area is very crowded and never 
sleeps. Day and night the streets are full of 
noise from cars and people. Only one place is 
quiet in our neighborhood. This is a beautiful 
park, ten minutes walking distance from our 

the name of this magnificent place. Two dozen tall 
big circle. The circle was arranged and was deco-

flowers, exotic bushes and tall trees. Between the trees 
is a green glade, but the main beauty in the park is a marvelous fountain.

Two years ago this fountain looked different. There were only big streams 
of water jetting highly upward. Now the fountain is renovated. It has a new 
shape and looks like a huge water flower. Many streams rise around the main 
fountain. They are illuminated by lights that are placed under the water. 

Today, I admired a rainbow through the fountain. It was the sun playing 
with the water. A million brilliant drops of water created music. 

Many benches give the opportunity for people to always find a place to 
sit down. They come to rest and admire their surroundings. Shade trees 
protect them from hot weather. The selections of flowers add beauty to this 
landscape. I feel blissful when I come here.

In the early morning, people of different ages are running, walking, stroll-
ing or doing exercises. At noon, they basically are sitting on the benches 
reading books and newspapers. Some play chess. Some feed squirrels.

I come to the park with my friends or with my husband. I like looking 
around. Sometimes people ask me some questions. I like people who are not 
very serious, not moody. I like polite, sociable people, who talk easily. I like 
to listen to them.

The accomplishment of this place is that it brings a positive spirit to peo-
ple. I’m happy to have this small piece of nature so close to my home, where 
I can spend my leisure time. 

I love Manhattan more because of this place.



Born in Moscow, Russia, Svetlana Pasman has lived in New York City for 12 
years. “When I look back, I wish that I had started to study English earlier in 
my life. Attending the Tompkins Square Library fills my life with my knowledge 
and new friends.” Her tutors are Allison Hughes and Jacqueline Helpern.
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The Best-Kept Secret 
in New York

MACDONALD CUMMINGS

There is a secret place I hold most dearly, and there is no other place that 
I would rather be. In my neighborhood, a short distance from home, is the 
best-kept secret that ever existed. It is none other than an old, large cedar 
tree standing tall among the rest with its huge branches extending some 60 
feet or so in a remote area, little frequented by anyone. At the base of the 
said tree are several painted wooden benches I enjoy sitting on. 

My secret place provides me with comfort when reading my papers and 
watching the magnificent sunset disappear over the horizon. Whenever I 
need quiet, peace and tranquility, I go to my best-kept-secret place. What is 
so special there? It’s unthinkable. The tree provides me with shade from the 
brilliant sunlight, and a gentle breeze constantly blows. Additionally, when 
it rains, the tree’s broad leaves contain the water. I don’t have to think for a 
moment of getting wet. Its colorful flowers and sweet fragrance encourage 
a variety of birds that deserve watching.

My secret place has meant so much to me. Had I known that such a place 
existed, I would have gone there before. I enjoy every moment of being 
there. I will look forward to going to my secret place for a very long time. 



Born in Grenada, MacDonald Cummings has lived in New York City for eight 
years. He studies English at the Brooklyn Public Library’s Flatbush Learning 
Center, where the site supervisor is Gladys Ortiz. He writes that he is “very 
adventurous, enjoys reading and writing, and loves to debate.” 
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Where I Feel at Home
JOSE RUIZ

Well, home is a place where you should feel 
safe. It’s like your domain or castle. To be 
more exact, it’s a place where no one can tell 
you what to do or where to go. My castle is 
my aunt’s house in Annadale, Staten Island.

I enjoy the time I spend at my Aunt Sonia’s 
house. It’s a place of laughter, relaxation, and 
a time to enjoy the people I love. My aunt, 
her two beautiful daughters, Michelle and 
Sharon, and my Uncle Jean are so good to be 
around. We sit down every Sunday, listen to 

and eat dinner. We are not above singing right 
When we are done eating, we clean up the table and 

is a relaxed atmosphere where we joke around 
and laugh about the past.

Her house is my domain. No one tells me what to do or where to go. I 
sit down, relax and watch whatever I want on TV. The moment I walk in 
through her doors it’s like a shower of kisses and hugs. I get the most respect 
there and feel completely at ease and safe, just like a home should feel.

I wish I could spend more time at my aunt’s house, but this is a very busy 
time in my life and I have lots of goals to accomplish. However, every few 
weeks I make sure I take the time to visit my favorite haven as it is the fuel 
that feeds my fire.



Jose Ruiz, who is 23 years old, was born and raised in New York City. He stud-
ies at The College of Staten Island’s Adult Learning Center. Staci Weile is the 
director, and Joan Purow is the GED coordinator. “I am in a GED class and 
working hard, so that I can take and pass the GED exam. I plan to enlist in 
the army and serve my country. My nieces and nephews are fun to be with 
and I wish I could spend more time with them.” 
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Pigeon Coop
LARRY ROBINSON

When I was in the third grade, my friends told me to come to their house 
for lunch. Then they said, “Let’s go on the roof.”  

And there it was. A pigeon coop. It was made out of wood and tin, and 
they made the screen for a trap. You could put a stick inside the trap with 
a piece of string. You threw the feed in the cage to catch the bird. You held 
them for three days to a week to train them to stay at your coop. This was 
so they could watch the other birds that were already trained to stay in the 
coop. This way they were brainwashed. They followed the example of the 
other birds. 

In my mind, I thought that was a good way to stay out of trouble after 
school. But you had to watch out for people who would come to steal your 
birds.

I caught about 16 of them. They would fly over my roof, looking for food. 
They’d be thirsty for water.  Then I’d wait for them to go in the trap.

I built a coop with plywood, two-by-fours and screens. It wasn’t all that 
hard to build it by myself. So I started with about 16 pigeons. The more I 
caught, the more I would hold them together, until there were 31 birds.

When I went to the pet shop, they started calling out their names. They 
called out, “Get the Birmingham, get the Tiplet, get the Baldy, get the 
Flights.” My friend had told me there were about 20 to 30 different names 
for the kinds of pigeons. Now I could see what the names were by looking at 
the birds. Street pigeons are called Clinkers because they carry germs and 
disease. People can get sick from these Clinkers. Clinkers will eat anything. 
The ones in the pet shop are all healthy. The pet shop sells them for two-
fifty, three dollars and five dollars.

This was like a hobby for me for about two years. It was good for me be-
cause I got lots of fresh air, peace of mind and I stayed out of trouble. The 
pigeons were good pets. I want to do it again. I’ve got to find a roof and I’ve 
got to get the landlord’s permission.



At the New York Public Library’s St. Agnes Center for Reading and Writing, 
Maida Schwab is Larry Robinson’s tutor, and Steven Mahoney is the site 
advisor. Larry Robinson wants readers to know, “Two years ago I was a 
homeless person. Now I live at Odyssey House. They have been looking for 
housing for me for six months. I love being at St. Agnes and learning how to 
write.”
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A Robbery
ODELL GRIGGS

t believe what was happening.

About 25 years ago, I was at a house in 
Harlem playing poker. The name of the 
poker game was Scared Stud. In all, there 
were about eight people sitting at the table. 
We had been playing poker all night when a 
stick-up took place. The man who held us up 
was with us all night, watching us play. His 
girlfriend was in the game, too. 

At about seven o’clock he went out and 
then came back at around eight o’clock. The 
doorman let him in. He had a briefcase in his 

the game for about half an hour. Then he opened 
with a double-barreled shotgun. We were all so 

My friend was sitting at the table. The man who came in with the shotgun 
came to him and said, “You know, I can’t stay in this town with no money.” 
While this was going on, his girlfriend was sitting at the table. He asked 
her to go around the table to collect the money. She collected about 10,000 
to 20,000 dollars.

While she was going around the table, a man got up from the table and 
grabbed the gunman and they started to wrestle over the gun. When I saw 
that, I said to myself, Oh, my God, I better get out of here. So I went to the 
window to see if it was clear all the way down. Then I jumped from the sec-
ond floor. I broke both my heels and ankles, but I was alive. 

They took me to the Harlem Hospital. I waited in the Emergency Room 
for about two hours, and then they took me to the X-ray room. Coming out 
of X-ray I heard one doctor say to the other doctor, “How are we to treat his 
injuries?” The second doctor said, “Let them heal up on their own. He prob-
ably will not walk again.” 

Hearing that scared me and made me determined to walk. So that same 
night I tried to stand up from the bed but I fell down on the floor. The nurse 
came in and saw me lying on the floor and asked me, “What happened? If 
you lie to me, you will be staying there all night.” I told her the truth: that I 
was trying to stand up. 

I stayed in the hospital for about four months. They gave me therapy for 
about one month and I came home on crutches. I walked on crutches for 
about a year. Now, by the help of God, I am walking again. I am keeping the 
faith and going on, thanks to God.

One day, I went walking with my crutches and saw one of the guys who 
were playing poker with me that night. I was glad that he was alive. I asked 
him what had happened to the others. He told me that they were able to 
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overpower the gunman after that brave man grabbed the gun. They beat up 
the gunman and chased him out of the room. When his girlfriend saw what 
was happening, she ran out and left him. She did not get any money. 

Even though I had the worst injuries, I was glad to hear that no one was 
shot.



Born in Mississippi, Odell Griggs studies at the New York Public Library’s 
Wakefield Center for Reading and Writing, where the site supervisor is 
Sherlette Lee. “I am a Christian believer. I like football. I am a volunteer at 
Einstein Hospital. I love to read and watch the news. I love people.”

35



Some Differences between 
Ethiopia and America

ATALELECH ASFAW

When I came to this country I was so sur-
prised about the transportation system, the 
weather, the respect for children and women, 
the changing time, homosexuals, and technol-
ogy.

The transportation is different in many 
ways. There are highways and there are 
train tracks on the bridge. They also build 
train tracks under the water and the trains 
pass through the water in tunnels. The met-
ro system in New York is very interesting. 

through the turnstile, they swipe their metro card 
way costs two dollars, and for one month it costs 

76 dollars. It is so cheap! 
The weather here is very different from my country. When I came here, 

it was summer and so hot. After four months it started to get cold and it 
snowed. Everybody was wearing heavy clothes because it was so freezing. 
The first time I saw snow I was so surprised because in my country we have 
no snow. Here we use the air conditioner in the summer and in the winter 
we use the heater. In my country we don’t have winter clothes or anything 
for the weather. We just use umbrellas for the rain.

Also, in this country they respect children and women. In my country 
if children do the wrong or bad thing we beat them and they don’t do that 
again. Here, if the family beats them, they call 911. In my country some 
people leave their young children alone in the house, but here they leave 
them with babysitters.

Women here have a full democracy to do anything they want. They can 
even choose their husbands. In my country, in some villages they don’t have 
the right to choose; their families choose for them. Also, a lot of women stay 
home to take care of children and cook food while men work outside.

Another thing that is different is the changing time. For example, back 
home when we wake up we start counting from one o’clock, but here we 
start from six a.m. Also, in my country we don’t say a.m. or p.m. In addition, 
we have 30 days almost every month, not 28 or 31 days in some months like 
America. Also, we have 13 months a year. The 13th month has only five or 
six days.

The biggest thing that I’m surprised about is gays. They have the right to 
marry each other. That is a bad thing in my country. If people do this thing, 
nobody likes them, and their families don’t see them anymore.
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The last difference is technology. There is more here than in my country. 
We don’t need a lot of people to do something because machines can do it 
instead.

There are a lot of differences between Ethiopia and America. Some of 
them are good, some are bad, but I like living here.



“I started coming to the International Rescue Committee’s Literacy for Life 
program in October 2005. I like the teachers, I’m learning a lot of things, 
and the classes are fun. Also, the computer class is very helpful.” Atalelech 
Asfaw was a runner in Ethiopia. Three and a half years ago, she came to 
the United States with her husband, Fitsum. In March, they had a baby boy, 
named Nathaniel. 
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From Tibet to New York
SONAM SONAM

My name is Sonam and I was born in 
Leeshing village of Tibet on August 23, 1978. 
My father’s name is Tsering Thundup and my 
mother’s name is Pasang Kyipa. I have six 
brothers and one sister. Everyone in my fam-
ily is still living in Tibet, except for me and 
my younger brother, Jamphel Rabten, who 
moved to California three months ago. My 
brother is now attending school and working 
part-time.

My family members follow the Buddhist 
the religious leader of Tibet, Khap Goun Rinpoche 

Buddhist monk who was born on July 6, 1935. We cel-
ebrate his birthday every year.

Recently, the Dalai Lama traveled to New York City where I saw him 
with over 36,000 other Tibetan people. It was amazing! I had never seen so 
many Tibetan people who live in the United States. I was very excited, but 
I also felt sad because I was reminded of my family. They are not living in a 
free country. Since Tibet lost its independence on March 10, 1959, the people 
living there are not free to do what they want or to practice what religion 
they want. 

I escaped from Tibet in September 1998. In the morning I left my home-
town by foot with a group of four people and in the evening we crossed the 
border. Then we took a bus to Kathmandu, Nepal. At about 11 p.m. we 
arrived at a Tibetan Refugee Center in Kathmandu, Nepal. While I lived 
in Nepal I attended a Tibetan school and I learned some English. I tried to 
come to the United States of America.

On December 6, 2000, I arrived in New York City. I couldn’t believe that 
I was here because I never thought I would get to live in the United States. 
Everything here was new and different; I felt very happy and excited. I got 
a chance to learn English at the College of Mount Saint Vincent. I have a 
good teacher and friends. So now my biggest challenges are, first of all, to 
learn English and secondly, to become a postman. After that, I want to earn 
more money to buy a new car and a house. 



Sonam Sonam attends the College of Mount Saint Vincent’s Institute 
for Immigrant Concerns. The director is Donna Kelsh and Mark Brik is the 
education director. Sonam Sonam’s teacher is Helene Sashin. “I love living 
in the United States, and I feel so happy that I have this chance to have a 
better life. I am working very hard to learn English, so I can get a better job 
and buy a house.” 
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Thank You, New York
YOKO ONO

It’s been two years since I moved here 
from Japan and got to know New York City. 

Now I’m very pleased that I’ve made lots 
of friends of valiant heritage. Not only their 
practical tips facilitate my life in New York, 
but also their existence enriches my life.

My best practical acquaintance is one 
of my co-workers in a charity group of the 
United Nations where I have volunteered 
for a year and a half. She is a retiree from a 
certain U.N. position and I believe her to be 

a about any kind of information in New York. She is 
sort too. She speaks fast and sometimes corrects my 
English.

One day I asked her if she knows a good dentist, because my dentist at 
that time began to suggest many treatments one after another, so I felt a 
lot of pressure from him. Since I was a newcomer to New York, my easy-
going husband chose that dentist only because he was in the network of 
my insurance and lived nearest to my apartment. I recalled that one of 
my English teachers had told me that her dentist was friendly, but the 
bill was not. Ditto! Then, my co-worker, the walking encyclopedia, highly 
recommended going to the College of Dentistry at New York University, 
explaining that the students worked hard purely in order to get good grades. 
It worked! Although I feel like a kind of guinea pig, so far all the students 
who got involved with my teeth have been very industrious. 

Thanks to her tips, my life came to cost less. She told me about the thrift 
shop named City Opera where I often find a very chic Bloomingdales blouse 
or a trendy Banana Republic sweater for about 15 dollars each. Her tactic 
in shopping is to buy a huge size suit on sale. The she brings this suit to her 
favorite tailor on Allen Street. So my husband brought one of his pairs of 
pants to take in at the waist and shorten. The tailor charged only 12 dollars. 
Amazing.

My co-worker, the encyclopedia, is a connoisseur. Of course, the tailor’s 
skill is singular. He’s an immigrant from Ecuador whose adroit hands brought 
all his family to New York as his business expanded. He works seven days 
a week. Speaking of immigrants, including illegal settlers, I recognize that 
some of them are struggling for their lives. They ride bicycles on rainy or 
snowy days to deliver food. No doubt illegal residence causes social problems, 
but I think their service is necessary in this society. 

Last May, at the Literacy Review dinner, an immigrant from China read 
his writing. He was a teacher in China, but here he worked as a manual 
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laborer day in and day out in order to make money. He and his wife sent 
their children to good schools and sacrificed their lives for their children’s 
academic success. I had thought that frontier spirit was left behind in 
American history. But here in New York, I saw plenty of palpable examples 
that newcomers to the United States were still ambitious to pursue the 
American Dream. 

This year three of my friends in the Tompkins Square Library class 
obtained U.S. citizenship. So did one student’s daughter-in-law. All four were 
very delighted and I was thrilled, too. There was a rumor that to obtain U.S. 
citizenship is becoming harder and harder. Actually, it took a long time for 
them. One student who had wanted to go back to her country to celebrate 
her father’s 80th birthday could not make it because the procedure to obtain 
citizenship didn’t allow her to leave the U.S. Witnessing my close friends 
having gotten citizenship one after another was a pleasant surprise for me. 
I was also thrilled to see those friends’ “never give up” spirit. At the same 
time, I re-evaluated greatly the big heart of the U.S. 

Almost half a year ago, another member of the organization where I 
volunteer suggested that I apply for a clerical job there. She helped me 
tremendously in writing my resumé. I took a clerical test, but failed it. 
There was a test to read illegible handwriting, on which I scored very low. 
Then my walking encyclopedia co-worker wrote some paragraphs and gave 
me a couple of lessons in how to read them. My current English teacher also 
asked her husband and a dozen of his co-workers to write illegible sentences 
on flashcards for me. She additionally offered some pages of her journal 
written by hand and helped me to decode some of the cryptic letters. Very 
recently, I took the challenge of this test and passed. Now I am not only on 
the roster, but someday I may get called to work.

When I came here two years ago, little did I dream that I would take 
on the challenge of getting a job in New York. I’m not young; I have been 
a house mom for years, but I have had a dream of working officially in the 
U.S., which may come true. By now, I have learned that New York is a city 
to give positive energy to me. I think I have become a person who now 
takes a chance and doesn’t pamper herself.

Thank you, New York, for extracting my hidden power. 



“My name always embarrasses me because it is exactly the same as John 
Lennon’s widow,” writes Yoko Ono. “I came from Japan four years ago and 
have lived in New York City for two and a half years. Recently my two children 
left home for college; I have been enjoying comfortable solitude since then. 
I like New York, which always inspires me.” Yoko Ono studies at the New York 
Public Library’s Tompkins Square Center for Reading and Writing. Her tutor is 
Jacqueline Helpern and the site advisor is Terry Sheehan.
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Poetry and Fiction



Immigrant’s Life 
SILVANA REGO 

When the immigrants arrive here
They have a world of dreams

A good job
To get money

Their own house
A new car

College for their children
To get a green card

To be able to express their opinions
To be a citizen.

When the night comes
Somebody says to them:
“Be satisfied if you have

Clothes that came from the garbage
Shoes that came from a corpse

Furniture from the sidewalk 
Tokens for the subway

Your children are English-speakers.
And keep your mouth closed

Because you don’t have ID.
You don’t have rights.

Be invisible, you are nothing.”
But that kind of person

Doesn’t know that 
Immigrants are very strong.

They were very strong to leave
A lot of love in their country.

They are able to carry a
 Broken heart in two parts

And courageous to work in all kinds of jobs
Altruists to share their 

Salary with their family far away
Only to keep their dreams alive.

And the most important thing to do 
For immigrants is

To respect them like humans
Made according to God’s image.
Because in fact, everyone is an

 Immigrant here.
Here…on Earth.
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Vida de Imigrante

Quando os imigrantes aqui chegam
Eles têm um mundo de sonhos
Um bom trabalho
Dinheiro
Casa própria
Carro novo
Faculdade para os filhos
O green card
Serem capazes de expressar opinião
Serem cidadãos.
Quando a noite chega 
Alguém diz: 
“Fique satisfeito se você tiver
Roupas vindas do lixo,
Sapatos vindos de um defunto,
Mobília vinda da calçada,
Passagem para o metrô,
Seus filhos falando inglês.
E mantenha sua boca fechada,
Porque você não tem identidade.
Você não tem direitos.
Fique invisível, você não é nada.”
Mas, o que esse tipo de pessoa 
Não sabe é que 
Imigrantes são muito fortes.
Eles foram fortes o suficiente para deixar
Uma grande porção de amor na terra natal.
Eles são capazes de carregar um 
Coração dividido,
E corajosos para enfrentar todo tipo de trabalho.
Altruístas para dividir seu 
Salário com a família longe.
Tudo para manterem vivos seus sonhos.
E a coisa mais importante que se pode fazer 
A imigrantes é 
Respeitá-los como seres humanos
Feitos à imagem de Deus.
Porque, na verdade, todo mundo é um 
Imigrante aqui.
Aqui...na Terra.
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Silvana Rego attends the Downtown Learn-
ing Center, where her teacher is Andrea Em-
manuel, and Joni Schwartz is the site supervi-
sor. “I was born in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. I grew 
up hearing my father read his own poetry to 
my mother because his poems were the only 
presents he could give her. I think I received 
from God the same gift and I hope to im-
prove my English so that I am able to show 
life in poetry fro a greater number of people. 
The wish of my heart is to study and teach till 
the end of my life.”
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Math Rap
JOSEPH WYATT

There’s always some type of hesitation,
When dealing with addition, subtraction and multiplication.

You can’t keep calm even though you try to be.
There are many ways to deal with all that anxiety.

Take a deep breath and count to ten,
Don’t give up, try that problem again.

We all have problems that we can’t get,
Not knowing how to do it makes us anxious.
Perimeter, diameter, area, base times height,

Get us confused and fill us with fright.
We won’t give up, gotta continue to fight!



Twenty-two-year-old Joseph Wyatt was born 
York City. “I am an up-and-coming 

from Brooklyn. I want people to know 
give up in anything you do; with God’s 

you can do anything.” Joseph Wyatt at-
the Downtown Learning Center, where 

Joni Schwartz is his teacher.
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Sister Got To Be Strong
TONIA MCGRAW

Though trials of water
Come like a storm

Sister got to be strong

Rivers of water intrude her life
What’s a sister to do?
Sister got to be strong

Within her spirit there is
A place of calm

Trials came
But did not knock her down

No, my sister
Got to be strong

A knock came at death’s door 
It took her daughter

A sister so strong
She held it all in
Sorrow within

Sis had in her mind
I got to be strong
Mom never cried

I never cry 
Sister got to be strong

That was my sister
I am what I am

Sister got to be strong
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Born and raised in New York City, Tonia 
McGraw studies at the Downtown Learning 
Center. Her tutor is Floyd Banks and Joni 
Schwartz is the site supervisor. “I enjoy reading 
and writing, especially poetry. I’m currently 
involved in the Student Council.” 
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Red Signal
SANGITA PATEL

In another station
on another line
Someone may be waiting for the train 
But not here 
where token booths are closed 
the station dark
and the steps broken 

In another station
on another line
Someone may be waiting for the train 
But not here
where the red signals are on
and rats playfully run over the tracks 
with only the vendor’s boarded-up 
stall as witness.

On a bench
a hooded bundle 
rests unaware

In another station
on another line
Someone may be waiting for the train 



Born in India, Sangita Patel writes: “I love a lot of hobbies, like being creative 
and also singing and computer programming, but writing is my first choice. 
I most enjoy writing and reading under the site supervisor at Elmhurst Adult 
Learning Center, Bona Soanes.”
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If Only I Could Fly
ANDREA MEJIA

If only in a day my body could fly,
like the butterflies, the pigeons and the seagulls fly,
through the seas, the mountains and the deserts.

If only in an hour my mind could fly,
like children’s minds fly,
making up tales, stories and games.

If only in a minute my soul could fly,
like Jesus, Gandhi or Mandela’s souls flew,
having a whole world against them.

If only in a second my heart could fly,
like a lover’s heart flies, 
beating, vibrating and throbbing with love.

If only in a thousandth of a second my brain could fly,
like Stephen Hawking’s brain flew, 
developing the theory that the universe was created in an instant.

If only in an instant my spirit could fly,
like the spirit of a baby flies,
being reborn to purity, innocence and honesty.

If only in a flick my thoughts could fly, 
like the thoughts of a mother fly, 
looking forward to the birth of her son.

If only in a blink of the eye my wishes could fly, 
like children’s wishes fly,
longing for a world without wars, unfairness, or egoism. 

If only I would be willing,
to give to my heart hope, to my mind freedom and to my soul peace, 
… I could fly.
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“I was born in Ecuador. I have been in New 
York for nine months. Almost since I came 
here, I have gone to the Adult Learning 
Center, School Number 5, Mid-Manhattan, 
and I started to improve my English. Now, 
eight months later, you can see my job and 
I can say that all the effort you do enriches 
your mind and your spirit.” Andrea Mejia’s 
teacher is Diana Raissis. Her husband, 
Francisco Andrade, also has a poem in The 
Literacy Review.
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If I Could Fly: 
my Secret New York

FRANCISCO ANDRADE

One of the most important principles that 
this country was founded on has been lost for 
a while in New York City. Therefore, I’d like 
to fly through the imaginary labyrinth of this 
marvelous city to see what this principle is 
and where it could be.

From the beginning, immigrants founded 
this city, and now they are still coming and 
going, working hard to make this city even 
bigger, but I see some of them with a deep 
sadness and sorrow in their inner spirit.

Soaring through the skyscrapers of New York City, I am delighted to see 
the wide diversity of people walking down the streets. Their colorful clothes 
tell me they come from all over the world. Some of them are in a hurry and 
others are just walking, but all of them have their own story to tell, their own 
secret to reveal, their own novel to print. So let’s see what I have found.

I see thousands of immigrants going back to their countries with their 
passport canceled.

I see many souls in a smelly subway looking to the infinity with no hope 
to see their children’s childhood, mutilated spirits with a broken family be-
cause they cannot be fathers or mothers ever again.

I see a lawyer washing the streets and letting flow through the water his 
thoughts of hope under a noisy train.

I see an architect building his thoughts of freedom for his future in a pile 
of plates in an Italian restaurant.

There was a time when butterflies used to fly all over the continent with 
no passport.

There was a time when the eagle used to fly together with the condor by 
the Andean Mountains in the morning and coming back home to the Grand 
Canyon by the Colorado River at night.

There was a time when there were no laws in New York City, but vision-
aries like Alexander Hamilton ruled the new city.

There was a time when certain architects couldn’t build in New York City, 
but a stubborn architect like Frank Lloyd Wright beautified the city with 
his unique architecture.
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What is a bird if a bird cannot fly…?
What is a father without a child…?
What is a lawyer without a trial…?

What is a mason if a mason cannot build…?
… They are simply executed souls.

Let’s free them—not only their bodies but also their minds and souls—
and then we will find the secret to make not only a bigger, but a greater New 
York City.

Our society has many rules to make us live in harmony, but some of them 
don’t follow their main goal. I guess in the future there won’t be any ob-
stacles for a butterfly to fly. There will be a time when human beings will do 
whatever they do best anywhere they go and still be free to go back to their 
secret place where liberty will be living forever… in my secret New York 
City.

My secret New York is the place where liberty is not only a petrified 
statue, but a place where the spirit to be free is alive in every single living 
thing.



“I come from Cuenca, Ecuador and I’m interested in practicing architecture 
and interior design to improve the quality of immigrants’ life in New York 
City.” At the New York City Department of Education’s Mid-Manhattan 
Adult Learning Center, Francisco Andrade’s teacher is Diana Raissis. His wife, 
Andrea Mejia, is also published in The Literacy Review.
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If I Could Fly
SANDY CHOI

in a restaurant on the weekends and holiday mornings.

Flying is not a real thing, except maybe for 
birds, but not for me. If I could fly, though, 

would do many things. I would visit Hong 
Kong, China and the Netherlands.

If I could fly, I would I love to fly to Hong 
Kong to visit my aunt. Being 78 years of age, 
she is quite old. I haven’t see her for a long 
time, about 28 years. 

In the mornings, I could take her to have 
breakfast in a big restaurant. We could enjoy 
Chinese tea and dim sum and have a conver-
is to have tea and dim sum with our families 

her to Hong Kong Disney World. Then I 
kinds of shows and go on the slow rides. I 

always wanted to know the differences between Florida’s and Hong Kong’s 
Disney World.

At night, we would see the spectacular fireworks. Then I would take her 
to a big fancy restaurant to have a lobster and steak dinner. After that I 
could fly her home safely.

If I could fly, I also would love to fly to China, to see the place where I 
was born. I left there when I was 12 years old. I could visit my oldest sister 
and her family. I haven’t seen her since I left China. I would fly her and her 
family to see the famous Great Wall and to view all of China. Then I would 
fly them to see the biggest and most modern city in China, Shanghai. We 
could enjoy the delicious foods: for example, dim sum, dumplings, scallion 
pancakes and wonton noodle soups. We would then go shopping in the big-
gest and most beautiful department stores and do many other things.

At night time, we could see the changing colorful lights of the big build-
ings, and there would be crowds of people on the street. The atmosphere 
would be happy and cheerful.

If I could fly, the third place I would go would be Holland, to see my whole 
family. I came to the United States from Holland when I was 20 years old. I 
miss my family so much. I visit them almost every two years. If I could fly, 
I would fly there every day. I could bring them fresh foods, like vegetables, 
fruits, live fishes and live chickens. In the Netherlands, most of the foods 
are frozen. My parents love to eat fresh fish and poultry. It makes them 
healthy. I can bring many name-brand clothes to my nieces because it’s very 
expensive in Holland, and I can get better prices in the United States.

If I could fly, my family would never miss me again.
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Sandy Choi attends the Downtown Learning Center, where her tutor is La-
vinia Acosta. “I was born in China. When I was 12 years old, I went to Hong 
Kong with my family. I lived there for a short time, then when I was 14 my fam-
ily moved to Holland. When I was 20 years old we went on vacation to New 
York, and my life changed. I stayed in New York and now I visit my parents in 
Holland every other year.” 
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I Would Fly to the 
Learning Center

MARY AVENT 

If I could fly, I would fly to the learning center. Even if you cannot fly 
and need some help, just walk right into one of the learning centers and ask 
someone for help. Some years ago I walked into the one in Coney Island. I 
was struggling with reading and writing. I could not find a good job without 
knowing how to read. The job was no help to me. I’m a living witness. 

Today I’m able to read my mail, write my checks and do applications for 
jobs. One day a very good friend called me and said her job was hiring. I 
went in and I got the paperwork. I went out in the sitting room, did the pa-
per work and took it back to the young woman. She said that I had the job. 
The thing came to my mind: Thank the Lord Jesus and thank the learning 
center. 

I’m going to fly right to my GED. I did not come this far to stop. I always 
give thanks to the Lord and after that give thanks to the ones who work at 
the Coney Island Learning Center. I thank you all so very much. 



Mary Avent has lived in New York City for 18 years. She studies at the Brooklyn 
Public Library’s Coney Island Adult Learning Center. Mike Bloomquist, the 
computer instructor, helped edit this piece. “I am a mother of three children. 
I like to bowl, but most of all I like going to church. I love reading and writing 
since I learned how to read and write. My goal is to get my GED.” 
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Ode to my Job
MARILYN ROMAN

Jose Luis Roman got me my first job
Meals on Wheels
Work for the center for a year
Father telling me about a new job
Want to be a home attendant?
I say yes.

Went in with my eyes closed
Didn’t know what I got into

Ode to my job

You have to be patient, caring, loving with your client.
Going to the hospital unexpectedly
Confusing 
Hours changing all the time
Don’t want another home attendant
Comfortable with each other
Stressed out
Helpless because they are not your mother or father

Ode to my job

Attending to their needs
Loving that client
Hearing them complain
Getting their trust
Being tired
All the time
Then their dying

It has been a privilege to have known you
And the wisdom that I learned from you

Ode to my job

Oh this job is like a rollercoaster ride
First it’s up, then its down 

Damn to those people who don’t care!
Do they think they’re not going to get there, too?

Ode to my job
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Marilyn Roman studies at the Tompkins Square Library Center for Reading 
and Writing. Her tutor is Allison Hughes and Terry Sheehan is the site supervisor. 
“I was inspired to write my poem after reading Pablo Neruda’s “Ode to My 
Socks” at a poetry workshop. I have been a home attendant for 14 years 
and I am devoted to my job. It took me one month to write and revise my 
poem. I also like writing fiction.” 
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Rice, Beans and Pork
YEFRENTH ESQUEA

My life in New York ain’t as easy as making some rice, beans and pork. 

It ain’t easy being the man my mom wants me to be. 
I am what the world around me isn’t expecting from me.

But I am what they said I’d be: molested, rejected; 
the world thought I was dyslexic. 

Homosexual? Not acceptable. Oh, what a crime it is today. 
A fag? That’s tragic, you must be a mistake. 
My country won’t accept me;
it’s DR’s biggest disgrace. 
People, they judge it, so how can God help me overcome it? 

My depression is like an infection, killing me to the bone. 

All of a sudden I’ve been fired, not to ever be rehired; 
could those years be a waste? 
Now I’m broke, with no dough, wishing this all was a mistake. 

Oppression has me more depressed than Billie Holiday in her last days. 

Shall I jump? Or shall I tell them that I’m sick of all this pain? 

It’s no wonder that I’m like this: 
My dad left without even giving me a goodbye kiss. 
So should I tell him how I’m planning on leaving this earth today?
I’m out to Mars on some fancy flying car; maybe this pain may go away.

Oh my, was I a mistake? Perhaps an abortion would have been a better way.

I look back at my rice, beans, and pork, and all of the sudden I realize:
 it don’t taste like what I bought.

New York, where have you taken these hidden dreams?
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Yefrenth Esquea studies at the Turning Point 
Educational Center in Brooklyn, where his 
teacher is Jill Siegel. “I am 24 years old and I 
was born in the Dominican Republic. My mom 
moved to New York when I was an infant to 
give my sister, my brother and me a better 
future. Life wasn’t easy here in New York. Cur-
rently, I’m working on getting my GED. At the 
moment, my life story is still being written.”
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How Dare You!
LONNELL HARRINGTON

My opinion of homeless people has changed. When I was a child, my 
father always told me that homeless people were lazy, nasty, uneducated 
drunks who didn’t want to work. My father only taught me what he had been 
taught. He wasn’t able to see past “the bum on the street.”

But I have come across many homeless people who have come from all 
walks of life. Some were doctors and some were former police officers. Some 
were college graduates who could hold decent conversations. Whatever 
their walk of life, circumstances brought them to this point.

Being a young man in America has afforded me the opportunities to see 
many diverse cultures and backgrounds. I have worked for a bank for the 
last five years. During this time I have come across many people from many 
walks of life. I have found some to be rude, arrogant and totally disrespect-
ful to those who have less than they do. Dealing with this on a daily basis 
inspired me to write this:

How Dare You 
Look down on him?
How Dare You 
Smirk at him?
Where have our values gone?
Where is your sense of pride?

You’re clean, shining and pressed.
You walk by with your nose turned up.
How Dare You!
That could be you, with no food, no home, no one to turn to.
Yes, that could be you.
How Dare You
Turn and walk the other way?
Shall I remind you that you, too, will someday meet your lowest point?
But yet you turn and look the other way? 
How Dare You!
Your home, your car, your money doesn’t buy you a shatterproof world.
How Dare You 
Not realize that a helping hand when you are down goes a long way.
So when you pass the next homeless person and turn the other way, 
Just think and say, “How Dare I!” because that could be you.
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“I am a 24-year-old man who has experi-
enced some hardships. Born in New York 
City, I was raised in Germany, a biracial child 
with ten brothers.” Lonnell Harrington studies 
at LaGuardia Community College’s Adult 
Learning Center, where his teacher is Caron 
K. Stengel.
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Myself
ASIA REAPE

I am too nice
And pretty funny when I want to be
I am a mother all day, every day
And a father I work hard on trying to be
I am a sister to them all
A wife one day I wish to be
I am the daughter of a smacking image of Ike and Tina Turner
A Lord-lover who feels life is a challenge every day
I am a music-lover, movie-watcher, tag-playing and love-making person
Who fears the outcome of life
And one day wishes to read and write better
And hopes to be an actress someday 



Asia Reape is 22 years old and has lived in New York City her whole life. She 
is a student at LaGuardia Community College’s Adult Learning Center. Her 
instructor is Miriam Fisher. 
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Where We Come From



Marriage Proposal
YOUNOK CHANG

When I was 23 years old, I met my husband 
Il Hwan. My friend Sunki introduced Il Hwan 
to me. Sunki and my husband worked for the 
same company. He was a very handsome, 
kindly and friendly man. We went to a pop 
music concert together. That time Il Hwan 
proposed to me. 

He said, “Younok, I want to marry you.” 
I said, “Do you like me?”
He said, “I like you a lot.”
I said, “Why do you like me?
He said, “You are wild. I like a wild 

woman.” 
I was very happy.  I accepted his proposal.



Yuonok Chang was born in Korea and has lived in New York City for four and 
a half years. “I’m friendly. I like meeting people. When I am not working, I like 
to go shopping.” She studies at the Queens Borough Public Library’s Elmhurst 
Adult Learning Center, where Bona Soanes is the site supervisor.
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dy gave us plenty of love and affection. 

reasons and left my infant sister and 
could he brought 

The Christmas I Missed
JOE DUGBO, II

We were about 50 children living with 
Mama and Daddy at the Samuel Grimes Cen-
ter between the ages of six months to seven 
years. A good number, about 70 percent of the 
children, were orphans. Some were brought 
here by their parents because they could not 
take care of them, while others were brought 
here by some other family members because 
their parents abandoned them. Mama and 
Daddy treated all of us equally. We were all 
members of the same family. Mama and Dad-

Daddy by my father. My mother left him for 
me with him. He 

us to stay with Mama and Daddy. 
Our father visited us from time to time since he lived near the center. As 
for my mother, I never saw her again until later on in life, after I graduated 
from high school. As I grew up, Mama and Daddy were the only parents I 
had. Children growing up at the center were all my brothers and sisters. I 
felt very happy that I had so many brothers and sisters and loving parents. 
I really could not imagine that I had another mother or another father. Al-
though my father visited me, I did not see the father image in him. Mama 
told me all about my mother and how she left my sister and me with our 
father and never looked back. Mama and Daddy were my perfect parents.

• Christmas Time •

The weather was warm and friendly. It usually was at Christmas time. 
Although the sun got hot from late morning until evening, you could feel the 
cold wind blowing, which made us appreciate the weather. Starting around 
six p.m. the dew began to fall and by five a.m., the dew was very heavy. The 
ground was hard and the grass was struggling to grow, but there were peo-
ple to water the plants, especially the flowers, to keep them fresh. This was 
the time of the year that the white birds that we call cow spirits or egrets 
came in large flocks. 

I was about five years old. Mama and Daddy had gone out shopping for 
Christmas. There was so much excitement in the air. Christmas was five 
days away. It was so special to us. Lots of activities would take place. The 
traditional dancers (Gbatoos) from the nearby villages were the most fasci-
nating. They would come with their masks on and do their mystery dances 
for hours. Although we would be afraid of the dancers, we were anxious to 
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see them and get close to them. Some of my brothers would actually touch 
them. There was also the choral group to sing Christmas carols and then my 
age group would do a special Christmas play for Mama and Daddy and our 
guests from the township. The housemaid prepared us for this day. There 
would be gifts, lots of gifts. Most of the gifts came from charitable organiza-
tions in the United States. Everyone would be eager to open his or her gift 
on Christmas day.

The nurses taking care of us when Mama and Daddy left to go shopping 
were busy discussing what they would wear on Christmas day. The local tai-
lor had come and taken our measurements to sew our special gowns that we 
would wear. I saw John Moore, the oldest boy, who Daddy usually dressed 
up in a Santa Claus suit, trying on his white beard. I went close by and 
touched the beard and realized it was cotton. 

Then I saw a butterfly sitting on a flower. I ran to catch the butterfly. As 
I approached the butterfly, it flew in my direction. I started chasing it, not 
being very careful. I stumbled over a pot of boiling water and fell. It spilled 
out over my body and seriously burned me. 

• The Hospital •

I stayed in the hospital for about three weeks. My first three to four days 
were horrific and full of misery. Although I was in so much pain and clearly 
restless, my mind was fixed on Christmas day. I could not imagine the mag-
nitude of my condition. All I thought about was getting out of the hospital 
before Christmas day. I did not want to miss the festival. I thought about 
the fun, the gifts, the Christmas decorations, the mask dancers, my brothers 
and sisters. It all came to my mind momentarily. I felt like I was in prison, 
locked up in a special place where women wearing blue and green dresses 
cared for me. It was a plot designed to deprive me of celebrating Christmas 
with my family, I thought. I started to cry out loud. The nurse rushed to my 
bedside, looked at me and then went back. In a few moments, she returned 
with a needle connected to what looked like a glass tube with clear liquid in 
it. She pushed the needle into my arm and pumped the fluid. In less than two 
minutes, I was sound asleep.

What they did not know was that I had blocked the physical pain from 
my mind. The pains that I felt were purely emotional. That I would be in the 
hospital on Christmas day, confined to bed, not allowed to sing carols with 
my brothers and sisters and play my role in the Christmas drama, pained 
me more than the physical pain from the burn. I was bleeding in my heart. I 
refused to comprehend the disappointment. The nurses and the housemaid 
had prepared me for this day. I looked forward to it with much excitement. 

My birthday, the 23rd of December, is two days away from Christmas, but 
it was not a particularly special day for me. As a matter of fact, I did not pay 
attention to it because the period from the 20th to the 25th was overshad-
owed by Christmas. 

On this day, the nurse came to my bedside to do my dressing. There was 
an envelope at the head of my bed with my name written on it. I must have 
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been sound asleep when they put it there. The nurse picked up the envelope 
and showed it to me and asked if she could open it. I said yes. I didn’t know 
what to expect and, quite frankly, I did not think about my birthday. She 
took her time and opened it, took out the contents and read it to me. “Happy 
Birthday,” my Mama and Papa and sisters and brothers wrote. They put 
their names on the card. Forty-nine names, and at the bottom they wrote, 
“We love you and we will miss you this Christmas.”

Although the nurse stood next to me, she seemed so far away. I felt my-
self going into darkness. I was afraid. It was black dark. I tried to say some-
thing, but the words wouldn’t come out. 

When I became conscious of my environment, everyone was around me. 
Mama and Daddy were there, and the nurses were busy moving things here 
and there. Some of my brothers and sisters (the older ones), had come to see 
me. They all looked terrified. But Mama and Daddy were smiling and prais-
ing God for bringing me through. I was confused and anxious to know what 
was wrong and what day it was. I wanted to know if they had come to get 
me out for Christmas and bring me back! Mama looked at me and smiled. I 
felt assured by her smile and smiled back. She said, “Thank God you came 
back.” 

After they left, I asked the nurse if she could put me in a wheelchair and 
wheel me outside to witness the festival. I told her the Gbatoos would be 
there dancing and I wanted to see them. The nurse looked out the window 
and then looked at me and said, “Today is the 26th. Christmas was yester-
day. Your brothers and sisters came over to sing carols to you. You went into 
a very deep sleep. I am sorry, Joe. I wish I could explain further.” She pulled 
out my gifts. Then she said, “They brought these for you. They are wonder-
ful gifts. Thank God you came through because everyone was afraid. They 
thought something else had happened to you.” I looked at her, the tears run-
ning down my cheeks. I decided not to cry out. 

I did not feel the pain from the burn. It really didn’t matter. Nothing mat-
tered to me anymore. I felt hopeless and betrayed. I asked the nurse if she 
could help me sleep. She said no. Then I asked for a glass of water. She said, 
“Your food will soon be here. After eating your food, you can open your 
gifts.” I really wasn’t hungry and I wasn’t eager to see the gifts again. I 
wanted to sleep and forget about everything. 

Then my sister walked in, accompanied by Mamie Peper. My sister was 
almost three years old. She said, “Happy Christmas, Brother.” I looked at 
her. The tears kept rolling down my cheeks.  



Joe Dugbo, II studies at the International Rescue Committee’s Literacy For 
Life program. Lucile Herbert and Carrie Baum head the volunteers at IRC, 
and Sandra Walker worked with Joe Dugbo, II. “The way I was brought up 
I did not know my biological father or mother, but there was absolutely 
nothing missing. I needed love, care, and affection, and I had it all.” 
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town. to other towns to go shopping with her friends. 
When the 
drives them about her life. My niece loves to go to the 
doctor my watch them fuss over her. 

Giving Thanks for My Mother
MARIE MERRITT

My first thanks are to God, who woke me 
up this morning in my right mind to see an-
other one of his days. I am also thankful to 
have a mother who is still independent at the 
age of 91. My mother, Mrs. Martha Merritt, 
lives in Greenville, North Carolina, in her 
own home. She spends time working in her 
flower garden in her backyard. Mother still 
drives her own car, a 1981 Pontiac Bonneville. 
She goes to church on Sundays, she visits her 
friends and also shops at different stores in 

doctor they all just laugh because she still 

They just love her. My 
mother is five feet, four inches tall, 190 pounds with long white hair. 

She is an amazing lady. How amazing is she? My mother lives in her house 
alone. One particular Sunday in 1997, when she was 83, she decided not to go 
to church and went back to bed. While in bed, she heard a noise at her door 
and thought it was her screen door loose. She did not pay it any attention 
until she saw her living room light go on. Then she picked up her pistol and 
went to the dining room to wait for whoever was in her living room. There 
she waited, behind her big heater, for this person to come out from behind 
the long chair. 

When the lady came out and jumped over the coffee table, she broke one 
of my mother’s candy dishes. When the lady started for the door, that’s when 
Mother jumped from behind the heater. Mother said that she did not know 
what the lady had in her hand at the time, but she thought it might be a gun. 
So Mother screamed, “Lord, let me be first,” and shot the lady in the left 
arm. 

My sister-in-law said if she had been passing and seen this lady at Moth-
er’s door, she would have stopped and said, “I don’t think you want to go in 
there.” We all say that what got the lady shot was breaking the top of that 
candy dish.

I’m thankful that Mother can take care of herself so well at her age.



Born in Greenville, North Carolina, Marie Merritt has lived in New York City 
for more than five decades. “I have been playing trumpet about 50 years. 
I am looking forward to getting into the Juilliard School of Music this year. It 
is a lifelong dream.” James Bell is Marie Merritt’s tutor at the Brooklyn Public 
Library’s Bedford Learning Center, and Haniff Touissant is the site advisor.

68



Working Hands
JOHNNY T. PRICE

I grew up in Edgefield, South Carolina 
with my mother, father and seventeen sib-
lings in a small house. Growing up, I re-
member after the sharecropping season was 
finished, my father went into saw milling. I 
used to see him cut down trees to get lum-
ber to build homes. Every day, he would be 
up before the sun came up and evenings he 
would come home way after the sun went 
down. He would be very tired and he would 
be covered with sawdust. Sometimes my fa-

ther eat, but he kept on going because of his love 
for his family

picking cotton and gathering corn in the fields 
with mother and father. We all did our share to make 
ends meet. I remember picking corn and beans. All we had to eat was what 
we grew in the fields. One thing about my father was that he never saw us 
go hungry. We would work very hard from sunup to sundown. After work-
ing all day in the sun, we would have to go to the spring to get water and 
cut trees for wood. Our day was as long as our father’s day. There was no 
time for play. We worked six days a week and the only time we got a break 
was on Sunday when we went to church and saw our friends. We did not 
go to school too often because we had to do work. My mother used to sew 
and make quilts, sheets and other things for us and for other people. If my 
mother didn’t make our clothes, then we got clothes from a thrift store. The 
thrift store clothing was like new to us, though, and we were happy with 
what we got.

Today, the young generation thinks that they have it so bad; if only they 
could live a day out of my past they would think differently. The way we 
lived back then and the way we live now is like being from two different 
worlds.

Like the writer Maya Angelou, I had a very poor and humble beginning, 
but by the grace of God, I can look at my working hands and smile because 
I know I made it.



Johnny T. Price has lived in New York City for 36 years. “I want to write more 
about myself, my classmates, my church members and family.” Vivian Roberts 
and Sarah Payne have been Johnny T. Price’s tutors at the Rochdale Adult 
Learning Center of the Queens Borough Public Library. Michael Semple is the 
site supervisor. 
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in the building who had said, “Who can be so nasty to do such a thing?”
perfectly well who did it, 

Nobody else in the whole building could have thrown 
elevator. 

Stink Bombs, Slingshots 
and Cake Attacks
PALOMA RODRIGO DURANTE

When we were children, my good friend 
Conchi and I used to do some prohibited 
things. One day, we bought some stink 
bombs. We put one of them into the elevator 
and we ran away to her house, laughing and 
laughing. 

But our happy smiles were erased soon. 
Her parents came a few minutes after we 
did. They had used the stinky elevator. They 
were very angry and very embarrassed be-
cause they were in the elevator with a guest 

even though they had not 

I think there was some punishment. Nowa-
days, I think I’d get angry if someone would do something like that in my 
elevator.  

Another day, we needed something to throw with our slingshots. Her 
parents have, even now, a little vegetable garden and orchard. They had 
brought a huge plate full of cherries. We thought pits from cherries could 
be a great weapon, but we needed to get them from the cherries, so we ate 
them—all of them. We got a lot of pits, which we shot through the window 
by using our slingshots. We had double fun: eating cherries and shooting 
their pits.

When her parents came home later, they saw the empty plate and got 
angry. They thought Conchi’s older brother had eaten the little fruits. They 
scolded him, and he denied his guilt over and over again, and he said maybe 
his sister and I did it. At last, we had to admit it. Of course, we got a big 
scolding.

We used to do better acts, too. Our families had the habit of meeting on 
Saturday to have coffee and cakes when it was someone’s birthday. We both 
loved those times. We loved cakes and we had to be skillful to eat as many 
cakes as possible, while our moms were distracted. The word to go at the 
cakes was “ATTACK!”

For amusing our parents in these events, we used to prepare a show for 
them. Sometimes, it was a theater performance written by us; or we made 
a television on cardboard and we broadcast news; or we played music or 
created some disgusting song. These performances are classic memories for 
our families.
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I understand these are very good memories and we were nice people, 
just a little mischievous. We never hurt anyone. Actually, Conchita and I 
still remember all our plays and adventures from our childhood. We used to 
spend a lot of time together and we are like relatives today. We still have a 
very strong friendship.



Paloma Rodrigo Durante attends the New York Public Library’s Aguilar Cen-
ter for Reading and Writing, where her teacher is Elaine Sohn, the site supervi-
sor. “I never thought I would live in New York, and I think these will be some 
interesting years. Life runs fast and is permanently changing, so let’s enjoy 
the moment. I was born in Zaragoza, Spain and I’m learning something new 
every day.”
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The Day I Would
Never Forget

IBRAHIM FOFANA 

It was one Sunday afternoon in the village of Suhum, where there was 
going to be a dance party by a band group from the city capital.

Suhum was a small village and most of the people there were farmers. My 
father was a driver. He had one big mammy truck, an open vehicle which 
he used for carrying goods and food products to some of the rural areas. 
Sometimes these vehicles are called lorries in the English speaking coun-
tries along the west coast of Africa.

My father came back from work and told me about the famous dance band 
that was playing and, to my surprise, my father told me to get prepared to 
go to the dance. In fact, it was a surprise to me because my father never 
allowed me to go anywhere on Sundays. I stayed indoors all the time doing 
a lot of housework, along with my sister and my two younger brothers who 
were away for a visit to the nearby village that day.

I took an early shower and had my clothes ironed. I had a pair of trousers 
that I wore occasionally. I had them for three years and I was almost out of 
the size. They looked too tight on me. I had one short-sleeved shirt with a 
pair of sandals, too.

When it was 12 o’clock midday, my father told me to dress up. I dressed in 
my pair of trousers, tucked in my shirt with an old belt, and wore my sandals 
and a pair of sunglasses. My father dressed in his kente cloth with a straw 
hat, and my mother was in her best dress, too.

We walked to the Café de Paris, which was a dancing place, the only gath-
ering center for any occasion in that village. Café de Paris was packed to 
capacity as if the whole village was there. There was no place to sit, but 
we were fortunate enough to find a place. People were dancing merrily. I 
joined the people in dancing. My parents were also doing their old-fashioned 
dancing style by squatting to the floor. Some people were in their seats eat-
ing, some jumping, clapping, singing and others drunk.

We took a break and came back again. There was a song on entitled 
“Sweet Mother.” I jumped to the floor with my mother and danced, and that 
was the best dance I did, because the music was dedicated to all mothers. 
We became tired and it was getting dark, and my father said we should 
leave. We left and went home in a happy mood.

In fact, I really enjoyed the dance and the first time to see my parents 
dancing. I wish I could have that occasion again, but my father has passed 
away so it’s not possible.  In fact, it is great to be young.
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“I am an immigrant from Ghana, on the west coast of Africa. I decided to 
come to the United States because of its ample opportunities open to all 
walks of life. I live and work in New York. I am now enrolled at the Lehman 
College Adult Learning Center, where I plan to continue my education to 
better my future.” Ibrahim Fofana’s teacher is Bernard Connaughton. 
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My First Performance
BIMING LONG

My elder uncle was fond of music. On 
weekends, while he was playing phonograph 
records, the beautiful music was reverberat-
ing through the whole house.

Noticing I liked singing, Uncle began to 
teach me the numbered musical notations, 
1234567, and simple music theory: rest, dot, 
grace note, eighth note and quarter note, 
etc.

There was a celebration in the Spring Fes-
tival in our neighborhood. Each of the chil-

dren the parents were the audience. “You will sing a 
song, MingMing. I’m ready to help you,” Uncle suggested.

It took a long time to decide which song I would sing.
In my grandparents’ opinion, I should sing children’s songs. Uncle dis-

agreed. He said I was smart enough to learn singing, my voice was fairly 
fine; what’s more, I wasn’t out of tune.

The final agreement was a song in the opera, “The Story of Liu Hu Lan,” 
which was song by Guo Lan Ying, a popular folk singer. It wasn’t relaxing 
for me. 

In order to help and encourage me, Uncle spared as much time as he could. 
I practiced singing note by note, again and again with the recorder. The song 
was too long for me to memorize; the theme was celebrating the victory at 
the battle against the Japanese.

My singing was improving. Uncle gave me more and more nods day by 
day.

Grandpa said, “Constant effort yields sure success.” He wanted me to 
learn it by heart.

The night before the celebration I was so worried and nervous that I 
couldn’t go to sleep until late at night. When I woke up, I found I was lying 
on the floor.

The next day after lunch, all dressed up by Grandma, in the mirror I saw a 
pretty little girl. Then my grandparents and I came to the courtyard, where 
the families were gathered with their small stools.

Uncle was a guest performer, who used magic to produce a lot of candy 
and gifts for kids from his long gown. One after another, children began 
performing: dancing, singing, reciting, telling a story. Each performer was 
given warm clapping and a present.

“Next is a song by MingMing.”
It was my turn.
I stood up and went toward the stage. On the stage, I saw so many eyes 
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looking at me.
Suddenly I felt my heart beating faster and faster, my face blushing. 

What’s worse, I simply didn’t know how to start my song. A whisper came in 
my ears, “Look up. Don’t look at the audience.” Uncle’s voice! I did as he told 
me. Then I became more comfortable and calm. My show went on smoothly. 
Clapping for several minutes suggested that it was “a big hit.” Neighbors 
gave me a new name, “Little Guo Lan Ying.”

That day at dinner I ate two big meat balls and then had a sweet sleep.
The next day Grandpa took me to the book store where I chose some pic-

ture books and story books.


Biming Long, born in China, came to New York City about six years ago. 
“Since my childhood I have been fond of reading. I studied Russian in college 
in China. But I had never tried writing anything in Russian. Now I am interested 
in learning other languages. The University Settlement has given me a good 
opportunity to improve my English and offered me encouragement and 
help. Now I enjoy writing in English.” Michael Hunter is the director of the 
Family Literacy Program at University Settlement Society. 
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My Life in Jamaica
PATRICIA CLARKE

writing about myself so you can know 
life was like growing up in Jamaica. 

in two rooms. There were nine 
After a while, two of my sisters 

live with their dad. That left seven 
Things were getting harder, so my 
sent two of us to the country. Then 

became really rough. I could not go to 
because my father and his wife did not 

my education. I had to stay outside 
night and cook food for the hogs. Then 

father came and rolled me on the 
with a burn on my leg. After that 

night, they never sent me to cook hog feed anymore.
Before I went to the country, I was doing well in school. I was in the coun-

try not going to school for three months. At first, they sent me to school two 
days out of the week and sometimes not at all. So I became very sad and 
depressed. It was like my life was taken away from me slowly but surely.  

When I came back to Kingston, to my mother, she sent me back to school 
but I could not keep up with the class. Of course, teachers were there but 
they did not care about who learned and who didn’t. All they cared about 
was the money.

Thank God my life has been given back to me now. I am so happy. I am 
back in school and learning to read and write. I am so fortunate to be in 
school.



Patricia Clarke studies at LaGuardia Community College’s Adult Learning 
Center, where her teacher is Miriam Fisher. “I am from Jamaica and arrived 
in New York City in May 2005. I am a mother of two grown sons and am 
learning to read and write.”
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A Scary Day
FERNANDO ARIZA

It was a long time ago, 24 years more or 
less, and it happened in my country, Colom-
bia. I remember I was working at that time, 
maybe it was one p.m. Usually, I listen to 
a radio while I’m working; I did it that day, 
too. The music stopped and the radio gave 
the latest news. They said one little airplane 
was in a test flight and broke down. The 
plane was flying too low over the population 
of the city. The pilot was looking for some 
clear, big space to land the plane. When the 

plane control, he took the plane to the first clear space that 
he they didn’t know if anybody had suffered injuries. 
When gave accident location, I wanted to run because it was 
close to my house. Immediately, I thought, Oh, my God! Please bless my 
family. I knew my wife and my two boys were at home.

So, quickly I told my boss what I had just heard. He let me off work im-
mediately and told me to make a phone call to see what happened, but I got 
no answer. So my boss told me, “Hurry and go home,” and I did. I took the 
bus home and that was an eternal ride. The bus couldn’t go the usual way; 
every way was closed 10 blocks from my home. I jumped off the bus and 
ran home. I was really worried and scared and all that time I prayed, “God 
bless my family.” When I got home everything was okay right there, but 
nobody was home, so I went out back to the exact point where the accident 
happened, two blocks from my house. So many people were around looking 
and talking about the incredible luck. I walked through the people and a few 
minutes later finally I saw my family and they were okay. I held my kids and 
my wife in my arms. I was so happy for them and I said, “Thank God!” My 
wife told me she was with our children in a bakery across the highway from 
the accident. She heard the plane was too loud and when she turned her 
head, she saw the plane flying very low, coming straight at them. She held 
the kids and stayed so quiet, just waiting and thinking what would be next. 
How and why in a fraction of a second did the plane turn down and crash and 
explode in front of them? I will never forget it! 



Born in Bogota, Colombia, Fernando Ariza has lived in New York City for three 
years. He studies at the St. George Center for Reading and Writing. The site 
supervisor is Geniene Monterrosa and his tutor is Ellen Mufti. “When I came 
to this country I wasn’t a good English speaker, so I went to the library to 
improve my English skills. Actually, I feel very happy and successful. English is 
now my second language.” 77



 My Life in Music
VIKTORIYA SPIVAK

Music is something that came to me at an 
early age in Russia. When I was only seven 
years old, I began to go to school and after 
school I went to the district’s music school. 
Lessons in this school included piano, theory, 
music literature, and later ensembles, and 
even playing in an orchestra. 

My parents brought a very old upright pi-
ano when they moved from Sebastopol to St. 
Petersburg. When I was a beginner, I was a 
very disciplined student and practiced a lot. 

that I had a gift to play very complicated tech-
nical pieces. Gradually I began to enjoy playing in concerts and auditions.

participated in a recital. An excellent grand piano 
stage. Suddenly, I saw near the stage a mother of 

another participant. She behaved very strangely, making grimaces and body 
movements in order to spoil my performance. I was shocked, but could still 
concentrate and finish my performance very well. What envy and jealousy 
people have! Playing piano, I felt something special by touching the keys 
and creating my own interpretations of compositions. My heart was filled 
with emotions and even passion.

I got a good education in music and worked in this field for more than 45 
years. I can’t tell what composers are my favorites, but I prefer romantic 
music. It doesn’t matter for me when these composers lived. They are alive 
to me today. I like to know some details of their lives; it helps me to commu-
nicate with them as close friends. When I play I feel a connection with my 
listeners. I live in a world of music and I love it very much. I’m very glad to 
share this eternal love with my friends.



Born in St. Petersburg, Russia, Viktoriya Spivak studies at the New York Public 
Library’s Seward Park Center for Reading and Writing. There her tutor is Hal 
Drooker and the site supervisor is Terry Sheehan. “I am a child of Leningrad 
and World War II. After graduating from the conservatory many years ago, 
I was a piano teacher and a performer. Here, I enjoy myself when I can 
communicate with an audience, explaining for them the details of the lives 
of great composers of the music I play for them. Playing in nursing homes 
and for disabled people, I feel their moods becoming better. The pleasure 
of music is healing!” 
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About My Name
JULIUS WALKER

say 

Julius is my name. Oh, I struggled to accept 
the name as a child coming up. They never 
pronounced my name properly. “Judas!” they 
would call. “You killed Jesus.” When I said, 
“Stop that,” it didn’t matter. They would con-
tinue to shout.

It wasn’t until I started secondary school 
that I learned to see the beauty in my name. 
When my favorite girl pronounced my name 
so well, I wanted to hear it again and again. 
I discovered I was illiterate, but it was too 
late, because I was about to leave school.

name. When people ask me my name I gladly 
and they jeer at me, I realize they’re not grown up. 

I even hate being called by my nickname. That’s how much I love my first 
name. I stand tall as Julius! Julius! If anybody calls, that’s my name.



Julius Walker was born 30 years ago in Jamaica. He studies at the Brooklyn 
Public Library’s Central Learning Center, where the site supervisor is Winsome 
Pryce-Cortes. “I am trying to overcome unbelief and a cloud of darkness. By 
my working with the literacy program, they are helping me to get past doubt 
and to find belief in myself.”
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Peace and Poor No Friend 
MAMAKOR KIAZOLU

I got a dog at the time the civil war was going on in my country, Liberia. 
So I named the dog Peace. After the war, I lost everything I ever owned, 
including my friends. That is why I named my second dog Poor No Friend. 

When the adults left the house for work and the kids were at school, I 
didn’t worry about security because these dogs would not let anyone in the 
house. When I had my daughter, they were the babysitters. When the baby 
was sleeping, they stayed in the room with her. When she cried, the dogs 
would run to me, look me in the eye and run back into the room. That is how 
I knew that the baby was crying. 

One time, a man who wanted to rob us brought some fish and bread for 
the dogs. He thought the dogs would eat the food and die. Then he could 
break into the house and rob us. But when the dogs smelled the food and it 
smelled like chemicals, they turned away. My neighbor came out and the 
man ran away.   

Every evening, the dogs would go by the road and wait for me to come 
home. One evening I was late getting home. A car stopped across the street 
and Poor No Friend crossed the street, thinking that it was me coming out 
of the car. When she came back across, a taxi hit her. She ran to the house 
and died. That was one of the worst days of my life. I had just lost my best 
friend and security.  There was no one there to welcome me anymore. 

When I came to the United States my son gave Peace away because he 
could not take care of him. I still miss my dogs.



Mamkor Kiazolu attends the St. George Center for Reading and Writing, a 
New York Public Library site on Staten Island. Her tutor is Elllen Mufti. Born in 
Liberia, Africa, Mamakor Kiazolu has lived in New York City for four years. “I 
am very proud to have my story in this NYU journal.”
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She Couldn’t Understand
CANDIDA NIBBS

After September 11th the company where 
my husband was working laid him off. We 
lived in a modest section of the Bronx, but 
the money that the Collection Department 
could give him wasn’t enough to permit us to 
survive: gas, electricity, cable, rent and food 
were the basic things that we needed to pay 
each month. I didn’t have a job at this time 
and so I couldn’t give my economic contribu-
tion. This was the main reason that we de-
cided to send our small child, who was only 

two the Dominican Republic to live with my mother 
until our situation was better.

husband and little daughter went to the airport to 
fly to Santo Domingo. There, my mother and sister were going to wait for 
them. Everything was okay, they enjoyed the time together, and my hus-
band came back to the United States.

Around one month after that, my mother told me she didn’t know what 
had happened with my child because she was sad and too quiet. That was the 
time when my daughter realized we were not with her, and she was begin-
ning to exhibit a transformation in her behavior. She didn’t talk, she didn’t 
eat, she didn’t smile and she wasn’t as friendly or lovely as she was before. 
I talked with her by phone and when she listened to me she wouldn’t talk a 
lot. Many days passed and I talked to her frequently—possibly every two 
days—but that wasn’t enough, she still missed us.

One day around six a.m. the telephone rang and I picked up the phone. It 
was my mother; I got very nervous because she called only if something bad 
happened. She was very upset because this morning my daughter woke up 
to go to school, but when she was ready she sat on the table, put her thumb in 
her mouth and started to cry. My mother said two big tears started to come 
down and she asked her what happened. But nothing could give comfort to 
her or calm her. My mother told her, “This is your mom, don’t you want to 
talk to her?” and I could hear my baby cry. I explained, “I know you miss 
us, but in a few days we’ll be together again; don’t cry anymore.” She only 
listened to me; she didn’t say anything. I told her, “I promise you someday 
soon you are going to come back here,” but she only listened, like she didn’t 
know if this was true or false. She was crying there and I was crying here, 
in different places at the same time.

My daughter had a big depression because she didn’t know she was going 
to stay without us in the Dominican Republic. We didn’t prepare her for 
that moment.
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In less than 10 days I prepared the embassy paper to give my mother my 
consent to bring my child back home, and we bought two electronic tickets 
for them. I sent the paper by private mail because the regular mail in my 
country doesn’t give good service.  

The day when she came back home she was thin, pale and didn’t recognize 
me. Before I greeted my mom I picked up my baby. I kissed her face in the 
tiniest spaces that it has. I embraced her as much as I could and then I took 
her face in my hands and stared at her for a long time to make sure she knew 
me and identified me again. Then I could embrace my mother.

Today my daughter only remembers the happy things in Santo Domingo, 
especially the days at the beach.



“I was born in the Dominican Republic. I was a teacher and principal in my 
country. Now I live in the Bronx. I am married and I have two daughters, age 
seven and 19, and they are my biggest treasure. Now I am studying ESOL at 
Lehman College’s Adult Learning Center. I would like to continue my edu-
cation and have a future profession in the health field.” Candida Nibbs’s 
teacher is Sue Machlin.
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Denial of an Education
PAULINE ANDREWS

As usual, the girl and her mother awoke 
bright and early on that special Monday 
morning. This morning was special simply 
because it was not only a fall morning, but 
the day after the big West Indian Day carni-
val, held yearly in Trinidad. It was also the 
very first day of school, which this young girl 
so eagerly awaited.

It was sunny but muggy, and the insects 
constantly bothered the many school-aged 
children. Some were accompanied by both 

parent and a few accompanied by either a sib-
ling or another relative. Many of the girls were dressed in beautiful navy 
skirts and light blue blouses. Many of the young boys were dressed in short-
sleeved white shirts and khaki trousers. 

This particular girl’s clothing was quite different. Hers were denim over-
alls, dingy brown, short workboots and field gloves kept inside her travel 
bags. The other children also had several items that she didn’t possess—
books, notebooks, pens and pencils. She quietly noticed this, but decided 
instead to remain silent, and wondered quietly if perhaps those items were 
purchased on their way to school.

After walking several long blocks and passing the first, second and third 
school, she noticed the children disappearing into the corridors of the school 
entrance. This young lady finally developed enough courage to question 
her mother but did so timidly and cautiously. “Mommy, Mommy, we passed 
four schools already and now we are approaching Mr. Winfield’s home.” Mr. 
Winfield was the wealthy landowner who owned several farms throughout 
the city of Trinidad. “Shut up,” the mother angrily responded. “I work very 
hard to put food on the table. In fact, I worked seven days for the past four 
months without a day of rest!” she angrily stated.

At this very point the young lady came to the realization that for the fifth 
or sixth year, schooling would escape her once again. She knew that she 
would not be able to play with the many children at school; she wouldn’t 
participate in the mathematics that she loved. But most importantly, she 
would not develop any level of skills to help herself in life. The young lady 
described above shared exactly the same story as I. I, too, as a young child 
was denied an opportunity to learn, at the tender age when developing the 
young mind is important. I am that young child. 

At Mr. Winfield’s ranch, we milked the cows, helped in the store and mar-
ket, and cleaned and swept daily. My parents told us that it was only for a 
short period. But this short period turned into many, many years.
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As I grew older, I became deeply depressed and frustrated. I wasn’t 
aware of it then, but when I came of age I learned that it was against the 
law to keep minors away from school. Had I known this, I probably would 
have reported both my parents.

At that stage in my life I was sometimes embarrassed to tell friends my 
problem. To cope with this I often asked a friend to read such and such, 
often doing something else while she read a particular article. But with the 
encouragement of a friend I have taken the first step to try to overcome this. 
I have set my goal to get my GED within two to three years, perhaps four 
years. I understand that my present circumstances demand more immedi-
ate attention. When this is taken care of, then I will focus my attention on 
becoming a registered nurse.



Pauline Andrews attends the New York Public Library’s St. Agnes Center for 
Reading and Writing, where her tutor is Victoria Liska. “I am from Trinidad. I 
am a mother of four boys. I came to America to make a better life. I always 
wanted to be a registered nurse, so I started this program and I will continue 
on to get my GED.”
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My Daughter, the Doctor
VERONICA GOMES

Like all other girls, I had many dreams in 
my life. I thought maybe when I finished my 
studies I could join the navy or become an 
army officer, for I was given training during 
my school time. I had wanted to become a 
flight attendant or a teacher. But as life goes 
on and we grow up, everything changes.

When I finished my studies, I was very 
young. I was 18. In my country, India (I am 
from the big city of Mumbai) when girls grow 
up, marriage proposals start coming in and 

their must be the right time to get their daughters 
married. And this is what happened in my life, too.

understand why it was necessary in our life, but in 
the beginning, I used to refuse it, for I didn’t want to get married, I wanted 
to do something with my life. I explained this to my parents, but my mom 
did not agree with me. My father understood my feelings, but because of my 
mom and my grandparents, he couldn’t say anything.

Finally, a proposal came and I had to go along with it. I had one younger 
sister who had to get married. My mother and grandmother would say that 
if the elder daughter couldn’t get married, the younger one couldn’t get mar-
ried, either. And also my mom said that maybe after marriage, the boy to 
whom I would get married might allow me to fulfill my ambitions. But no, 
that didn’t happen. After I got married I got entangled in family life. I had 
two kids and a husband to look after and take care of.

So now I have my 16-year-old daughter, Judith Jennifer Gomes, who 
wants to be a doctor. I won’t be like my mom or my grandmother, but like 
her friend, so that the same thing that happened to me won’t be repeated in 
her life. I will help her in every way that I can. I will try to make her become 
what she wants to be. 



“I, along with my family, came to this country on December 9, 1999. I miss 
the people of my country, like my parents and my friends. Now, my daily 
goal is to guide my daughter and get her to that place where I could have 
been.” Veronica Gomes’s teacher at LaGuardia Community College Adult 
Learning Center is Caron K. Stengel. 
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My Own Boss
WALSON DOUGLAS

In Jamaica I owned a shoe factory. I em-
ployed three people. I made lots of men’s 
and ladies’ shoes and I sold them to stores. 
I would like to find a way to do that again, 
so that no one can push me around. I like 
being my own boss. Some day I will be able 
to make shoes again, and that will make me 
very happy. 



Douglas has lived in New York City for three years. 
Public Library’s Wakefield Center for Reading and 

Writing. His tutor is Charmin Haynes and the site supervisor is Sherlette Lee. “I 
am a quiet person. I love to listen to music.” 
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A Talk on the Ferry
DEBORAH FORYOH

I remember on the ferry boat I lied to my son. I was on my way to get a 
visa for him to go to Africa. I told him we were going to go shopping, but 
that was a lie. I planned to send my son to Africa without telling him he 
would be staying. 

I was on the ferry boat when I told him that he was going to visit his 
grandparents. He looked at me and said, “For how long?” 

I said “For two weeks.” 
He said “Mommy, are you sure it’s just for two weeks?”
I told him “Yes, just for two weeks.”
Then I turned my face to the other side of the boat, so he would not see 

me cry. I knew there was a civil war going on in my country at that time. It 
was not easy for me to decide to send my son back, but he was following bad 
boys in the neighborhood so I was afraid of him getting into trouble. 

At that time in 2002 he was 14 years old, but he did go and his two-week 
visit turned into three years. He graduated from high school on September 
21, 2005 in Liberia and he just started college there.

I am so happy with the way his life is going in Liberia. Good thing he 
doesn’t know yet that he is a United States citizen! I will tell him when he 
finishes his second year in college.



A resident of New York City for 15 years, Deborah Foryoh was born in Liberia, 
Africa. “I came to the library to improve my life by learning how to speak 
good English.” She attends the St. George Center for Reading and Writing, 
where her tutors are Ellen Mufti and Alice Sabatino, and the site supervisor is 
Geniene Monterrosa. 
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Strong Women 
ANAHI BARRANCO

Strong women around the world want to 
change their lives and want to change the 
world’s mentality in the new millennium. 

Women who have always been threatened 
in denigrated living conditions in some Third 
World countries and cultures don’t have the 
right to get educated, or the opportunity to 
open their own business. Every day around 
the world they get contagious diseases and 
suffer from human trafficking and violence. 
But women are raising their voices, and how-

ever Nations is there to listen to them, opening the 
eyes what is happening against women. We must take 
our own responsibility to help and improve women’s lives.  

Women around the world want to have the chance to be healthy, educated 
and to have the possibility and opportunity to educate their children. They 
want to be able to offer their children an education and vaccinations. They 
deserve respect for their rights as humans, to have primary needs like wa-
ter, medicines, bathrooms, vaccines, decent housing, day care and emotional 
support, so they have the stability to reach their goals. Should we listen, or 
lower our voices? What should we do as human beings to improve the lives 
of millions in need? 

My personal experience on finding out about the experiences of women in 
some other countries is that I am blessed. I live in a country where there is 
opportunity, where I can reach my goals, and the only thing I need is to work 
harder to get them. My living conditions are much better than theirs. When 
I’m sad and worried in my daily life, I compare my life with all the people 
who are suffering. I have a comfortable life full of benefits and responsibili-
ties, so I feel like a rich and blessed person.



Anahi Barranco, who was born in Mexico, has lived in the United States for 11 
years. “I would like people to be aware how single mothers are struggling to 
survive. I’m a single mother and I came to New York for a better future for my 
son. Now I’m taking classes at the SPELL Program at Hunter College. Learning 
English improves my life enormously by helping me at my job, my son’s school 
and daily life.” Anahi Barranco’s teacher is Ruby Taylor MacBride, and the 
director of the SPELL Program is Lauretta Goforth. 
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African Cooking
JOHN ADDO

learned how to cook when I was 11 years 
Ghana. I learned to cook with my grand-

mother, who raised me. Anytime she cooked 
dinner and I was with her, she taught me. I 
learned to cook so many things. She used to 

outside on the patio, like many Africans 
When it rained, then she would cook in-
the kitchen. I remember her cooking in 
African wrap skirt. She would tell me 

she wanted me to do, maybe cut up the 
onions or stir the food. She was a great cook. 

She taught me how to make rice, beans, fufu, soup and coco. 
Africans like. You can make it with ba-

nana, cassava, yam, cocoyam and plantain. In Ghana every tribe likes fufu. 
The Ashanti like plantain and cassava fufu. In Northern Ghana, the Gonja 
and Dogomba like it made with yam and so do I because I’m from Northern 
Ghana, too. People in Northern Ghana grow yams, and that is why they like 
yam fufu. Of course, yam fufu is the easiest one to make, because it is the 
easiest to pound. Plantain, cassava and banana are harder to pound. There 
are different soups you can eat with fufu. You can eat it with light soup, gra-
nit soup or palm soup. I like it with palm soup.

Here is how to make fufu. In Africa you have to peel a yam and slice it. 
Then, put it into the pot, put water on it and put the pot onto the burner. 
Leave it until it is cooked, then take the pot off and pour the water out. Then 
bring a mortar and pestle to pound the yam. Pound it and turn it, until it 
becomes soft enough to eat. 

It is easier in the United States to make fufu, because you don’t need to 
peel or pound the yam. You can buy yam powder in the store. Here is how 
to make fufu in the United States. First, pour yam powder in the pot, and 
then pour some water on it. Stir it until it becomes smooth, then put it onto 
the burner. You need to lower the fire and wait for maybe 30 or 35 minutes. 
Use a big spoon to stir and then cook it for maybe five minutes, then stir it 
again. Then you have fufu to eat. 



John Addo was born in Ghana, Africa. He has lived in New York City for 
three years. He studies English at the New York Public Library’s St. George 
Center for Reading and Writing, in Staten Island. His tutor is Lisa Parker. “I like 
to read and write in my free time, and I like to cook my African food on the 
weekends.”
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Christmas in Mexico 
and on Staten Island

JULIETA VALENZUELA

There 
wishes 
tortillas of corn. I really enjoy Christmas in Mexico!

Christmas in Mexico is very nice, because 
all my family celebrates it. On Christmas Eve, 
each one celebrates at home with a dinner. I 
put a little Christmas tree in my living room. 
I decorate it with lights and little ornaments. 
I cook green spaghetti, fruit punch and chick-
en. Before dinner we go to the church to visit 
and to rock and sing songs to Baby Jesus. 
When we finish, we go back home and enjoy 
our dinner. On Christmas day all my broth-
ers and my family meet at my parents’ home. 

there are many hugs and a lot of love and nice 
mom cooks punch, spiced chicken, tamales and 

Now I’m living on Staten Island. We are a small family: my husband, my 
son, my daughter and I. My brothers and my parents are living in Mexico. I 
miss everybody. But I celebrate Christmas with my family here, too.

We decorate our Christmas tree. It’s very nice for my children to do. They 
turn on the lights of their Christmas tree just when the mayor turns on the 
lights of the Rockefeller Center’s Christmas tree. It’s an important moment 
for them.

On Christmas Eve I cook like when I was in Mexico. I cook green spa-
ghetti, spiced chicken and fruit punch, too. We listen to Christmas music 
and before the dinner we make a prayer. When we finish the prayer, then we 
enjoy our dinner.

On Christmas day my son and my daughter get up early because they 
are really excited. “Santa came home last night!” they say. When they are 
looking for the presents that Santa Claus brought home, it’s a beautiful day 
for everybody. We go to church, too. But we have to complete our Christmas 
day, calling Mexico to tell to my parents and my brothers, “We love you so 
much. We send you a big hug and we wish you a Merry Christmas!”

I enjoy Christmas on Staten Island, too. I think that Christmas is inside 
of each person. Then the place or country where I can be is not important, 
because if I keep Christmas inside of myself, I always enjoy it.
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Julieta Valenzuela came from Cordoba, Veracruz, Mexico, eight years ago. 
She studies English at the Jewish Community Center of Staten Island, where 
her teacher is Caryn Davis. “I’m a person with many ideas and dreams to 
share with others. I love to do new and important things to get ahead. I 
like to share my imagination with others through a story. It’s a good way for 
people to know about me.” 
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Raising Cows, Goats and Pigs 
in Jamaica
MICHAEL BAILEY

I was born in Jamaica. I grew up with my 
father. He was a farmer. We had cows, goats 
and pigs, which we raised on a large scale. We 
sold the pigs to a place that made ham and 
bacon. The cows we would sell to the butcher, 
and the goats were for ourselves. If someone 
wanted goat meat for a party we would sell 
him or her one or two. It was fun sometimes 
but it was a pain. It was a pain because in the 
morning before I went to school I would have 
to get up to take care of the pigs. I would 
food and water. That was my part of work in 

clean the pens and you don’t clean yourself 
well it always leaves a bad smell of pigs on you. 

About animals I learned a lot. I could look at them and know when they 
were sick or know when they were in the mating season. I gave them medi-
cation, antibiotics, and corn when they were around two weeks old. Pigs 
two to three months old that were male were taken out of the pen with the 
females, castrated, and then put back together with the females. 

My father still lives in Sligovill, St. Catherine, but he does not continue to 
do farming on a large scale. One thing I learned from my father is to work 
hard for what you want and be determined. When I was a little boy I was 
doing well in school but as time passed I was distracted from my book work. 
As time passed I found out that I was at the back of the class. It became hard 
for me to pick myself up so I became a dropout. 

After two years passed I decided to go to learn a trade; I decided to be a 
mechanic. When I started to learn mechanics it was so easy for me because 
I was an apprentice. Now it is not the same because things changed a lot, 
like tools and cars are made in a more sophisticated style. That is the time I 
realized that I had to go back to school to learn to read and write. That is one 
of the main reasons why I came to the Learning Center. 

One day I would like to be the one who is helping people to read and write. 
Thanks be to God and the people around me for their encouragement they 
gave to me that made me go back to school. With three kids and bills to pay, 
it’s not easy. Expenses cause me to work night and day. But I, Michael Bai-
ley, am determined to achieve my goals.
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Michael Bailey has been in the United States for nine years. A family man, he 
recently became a father again, to a baby girl, Nikayla. He lives in Brooklyn, 
and works as a mechanic. “My hope for the future is to get my reading and 
writing ‘down pat’ so that I can help others to achieve their goals.” Michael 
Bailey studies at the Brooklyn Public Library’s Central Learning Center, where 
the site supervisor is Winsome Pryce-Cortes. 
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My Mother’s Advice
YEN NGUYEN

My dear Yen, tomorrow you will leave Viet Nam, your family and me for 
the United States. I would like to give you some advice.

The United States is the freest country in the world. There, everybody 
has freedom, even teenagers and children. Freedom is always wonderful in 
itself, but it is a double-bladed knife. If you do not know how to use it, it will 
harm you. You know how dangerous it is to give a knife to teenagers and 
children. They can cut, even kill, themselves and others. I do not criticize it. 
I just want you to pay more attention to it. I believe that you are old enough 
to understand what I mean.

You will also find out other differences between the two cultures. Never 
be ashamed of your culture. Try to keep the good customs of your country 
and open your eyes to study what is good in the other culture.



Born in Vietnam, Yen Nguyen has lived in New York City for five years. At the 
Tompkins Square Center for Reading and Writing, Jacqueline Helpern is Yen 
Nguyen’s tutor, and Terry Sheehan is the site supervisor. “I recently became 
a citizen after studying very hard for the test! I will continue to study at the 
library to improve my reading and writing.”
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Contact Information for Participating 
Adult Literacy/ESOL Sites

BROOKLYN PUBLIC LIBRARY 
Bedford Learning Center
496 Franklin Avenue
Brooklyn, New York 11238
718-623-2134 
Haniff Toussaint, Literacy Advisor
H.Toussaint@brooklynpubliclibrary.org

BROOKLYN PUBLIC LIBRARY 
Central Learning Center
Grand Army Plaza 
Brooklyn, New York 11238
718-230-2731
Denisha Odom, Computer Aide 
(shown left)
Winsome Pryce-Cortes, Site Supervisor 
(shown below)
w.cortes@brooklynpubliclibrary.org

YN PUBLIC LIBRARY 
Coney Island Learning Center
1901 Mermaid Avenue
Coney Island, New York 11224
Kellinda Reed, Site Supervisor
718-265-3880
k.reed@brooklynpubliclibrary.org
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BROOKLYN PUBLIC LIBRARY 
Flatbush Adult Learning Center
22 Linden Boulevard
Brooklyn, New York 11226
718-856-2631
Gladys Ortiz, Site Supervisor
G.Ortiz@Brooklynpubliclibrary.org

COLLEGE OF MOUNT SAINT VINCENT 
Institute for Immigrant Concerns
1223 Second Avenue
New York, New York 10021
212-421-9538
Diana Schoolman, Instructor 
Helene Sashin, Instructor (shown)
Mark Brik, Education Director
Donna Kelsh, Director
dkelsh@verizon.net 

TEN ISLAND, CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
Office of Continuing Education and Professional Development
2800 Victory Boulevard, Building 2A, Room 201
Staten Island, New York 10314
718-982-2070
Staci Weile, Director of Adult Learning Center 
weile@postbox.csi.cuny.edu
Rose C. Lobat, Literacy Coordinator
Joan Purow, GED Coordinator 
Avegale Torno, ESL Coordinator 

DOWNTOWN LEARNING CENTER 
180 Livingston Street 
Brooklyn, New York 11201
718-290-2000
Joni Schwartz, Director (shown left)
Lavinia Acosta, ESOL Coordinator 
(shown below)
www.brooklyntabernacle.org
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HUNTER COLLEGE, CUNY
SPELL Program
695 Park Avenue
New York, New York 10021
212-772-4620
Ruby Taylor MacBride, Instructor (shown)
Lauretta Goforth, Director

JEWISH COMMUNITY CENTER OF STATEN ISLAND 
475 Victory Boulevard
Staten Island, New York 10301
718-981-1500, X 222 
Caryn Davis, Instructor

LAGUARDIA COMMUNITY COLLEGE, 
CUNY
Adult Learning Center
Room E249
31-10 Thomson Avenue
Long Island City, NY 11101
718-482-5380
Miriam Fisher, Instructor (shown left)
fisherfreund@hotmail.com
718-482-5386
Caron K. Stengel, Instructor (shown below)
CaronK6@verizon.net

LAGUARDIA COMMUNITY COLLEGE, CUNY
Center for Immigrant Education 
and Training
ESOL/Civics Program 
31-10 Thomson Avenue, Room C250
Long Island City, New York 11101
718-482-5460
Hillary Gardner, ESOL/Civics Program 
Coordinator and Instructor (shown)
hgardner@lagcc.cuny.edu
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LEHMAN COLLEGE, CUNY 
Adult Learning Center
Bedford Park Boulevard
Bronx, New York 10468
718-960-8807
Sue Machlin, Instructor (shown left)
Smachlin123@aol.com
Bernard Connaughton, Instructor (shown below)

TIONAL RESCUE COMMITTEE
Literacy for Life Program
122 East 42nd Street, 12th floor
New York, New York 10168
212-551-0999
Lindsey Rothschild, Literacy Coordinator
Lindseyr@theirc.org

NEW YORK CITY DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
Office of Adult and Continuing Education
Mid-Manhattan Adult Learning Center
212 W. 120th Street
New York, New York 10027
212-666-1920
Diana Raissis, Instructor

NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY
Aguilar Center for Reading and Writing
174 East 110th Street
New York, New York 10029
212-534-1613
Elaine Sohn, Site Supervisor (shown)
Elaine_Sohn@nypl.org
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NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY
Seward Park Center for Reading and Writing 
192 East Broadway 
New York, New York 10002
212-529-2909
Terry Sheehan, Literacy Site Advisor
tsheehan@nypl.org

NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY
St. Agnes Center for Reading and Writing 
444 Amsterdam Avenue
New York, New York 10024
212-787-4014
Steven Mahoney, Site Supervisor
Steven_Mahoney@nypl.org

NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY
St. George Center for Reading 
and Writing 
5 Central Avenue 
Staten Island, New York 10301
718-816-1025
Geniene Monterrosa, Site Supervisor (shown)
gmonterrosa@nypl.org

NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY
Tompkins Square Center for Reading and Writing 
331 E. 10th Street
New York, New York 10009
212-673-4528
Terry Sheehan, Literacy Site Advisor
tsheehan@nypl.org

NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY
Wakefield Center for Reading and Writing 
4100 Lowerre Place
Bronx, New York 10466
718-652-4663
Sherlette Lee, Literacy Advisor
slee@nypl.org
Charmin Haynes, Literacy Assistant
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QUEENS BOROUGH PUBLIC LIBRARY
Elmhurst Adult Learning Center
86-01 Broadway
Elmhurst, New York 11373
Bona Soanes, Site Supervisor (shown)
Bona.L.Soanes@queenslibrary.org

QUEENS BOROUGH PUBLIC LIBRARY
Rochdale Adult Learning Center
169-09 137th Avenue 
Jamaica, New York 11434 
718-723-7662
Michael Semple, Site Supervisor (shown)
MSemple@queenslibrary.org 

TURNING POINT EDUCATIONAL CENTER
5013 Seventh Avenue
Brooklyn, New York 11220
718-436-4704
Matt Griffith, Instructor (shown left)
Jill Siegel, Instructor (shown below)
jsiegel@tpdomi.org
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UNION SETTLEMENT ASSOCIATION
Adult Education Program
237 E. 104th Street
New York, New York 10002
212-828-6298
Miriam Lee, Instructor (shown left)
Maria Quiroga, Adult Education Program 
Director (shown below)
mquiroga@unionsett.org

UNIVERSITY SETTLEMENT SOCIETY 
Family Literacy Program
175 Eldridge Street
New York, New York 10002
212-533-6306
Michael Hunter, Director (shown)
corrina@rocketmail.com
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ABOUT THE GALLATIN SCHOOL

The Gallatin School of Individualized Study, a small innovative college within 
New York University, grew out of the educational reform movements of the late 
1960s and early 1970s, a period when social forces were bringing new populations 
of students to higher education. Gallatin was created to respond to the needs and 
interests of a special kind of student—focused, self-disciplined, and creative. Some 
were accomplished professionals and people with broad life experiences, and the 
University recognized that they wanted to exercise more personal freedom in their 
education. 

Gallatin gives students the opportunity to design a program of study tailored 
to their own needs and interests. When students choose Gallatin, they take on the 
exciting challenge of creating their own curriculum and unique plan for learning. 
They pursue their individual interests from a personal perspective by taking 
courses in the various schools of New York University, engaging in self-directed 
education through independent studies, and participating in experiential learning 
through internships at New York City’s countless institutions, businesses, and 
arts organizations. Undergraduates experience a thorough grounding in the 
history of ideas and great books, and graduate students pursue advanced study in 
interdisciplinary modes of thought. For more than thirty years, the Gallatin approach 
has continued to attract a wide variety of bright, talented students with its flexible 
but academically rigorous curriculum, its innovative, interdisciplinary approach to 
education, outstanding teachers and advisers, and small college atmosphere.

As a small college within a highly regarded research university, Gallatin provides 
the best of both worlds. The small size—1200 undergraduates and 200 graduate 
students—creates a strong sense of community among students and faculty and 
allows students to develop lasting relationships with professors, advisers, and 
classmates. At the same time, access to all of New York University means that 
students have virtually unlimited resources—a wide variety of courses taught by 
world-renowned scholars, excellent facilities and research institutes, and all of the 
resources of New York City.
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