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The Literacy Champions program is a main initiative of Herald Media’s Massachusetts Literacy Foundation. 
The main partner in this program is Verizon, who, through the Check Into Literacy Program, invites 
customers to donate $1 on their monthly bills in support of literacy. In Massachusetts, those funds support 
the MLF and specifically the Literacy Champions Awards. 

Verizon understands first-hand how technology is transforming how we live, learn and work. To participate 
in today’s knowledge economy, people need a level of literacy and education that is unprecedented in 
history.  That’s why the Verizon Foundation, the philanthropic arm of Verizon Communications, focuses its 
giving on a broad range of programs that improve literacy and education.  

The Massachusetts Literacy Champions Awards program is an example of how everyone profits when 
businesses work together in partnership to give back to the community. Herald Media and Verizon are 
proud to take a leading role in helping Massachusetts accomplish its’ goal of a fully literate society. 



Introduction

We live and work in a media-rich environment of newspapers, radio, television, the Internet, 
and video games that dominate our lives.  Yet, the most basic skill anyone must have to 
succeed in this media-rich world is the ability to read.  Literacy is the primary building 

block on which an individual’s success in life is built.  The ability to use language whether on the 
printed page or on a computer screen or in speech determines how well we communicate with each 
other and with the world.  Through language we form the connections--the bonds--that build the 
community that is the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.

The Literacy Champions whose work is highlighted and honored in this publication represent 
thousands of individuals who work and volunteer in communities all across our state.  Many of our 
literacy programs are hosted by public libraries where there is nothing more basic to the library’s 
effort to strengthen communities than providing formal and informal opportunities to gain literacy.  
From the Hispanic grandfather in Springfield who learned to read English so that he could enjoy 
reading to his grandchildren to the Chinese immigrant in Plymouth who learned English, became a 
citizen and started a business with the help of library literacy programs, public libraries help residents 
succeed while strengthening our Commonwealth.

Today’s library is about much more than books.  The library brings you the world of information 
resources you need to succeed in education, in lifelong learning, to find a job, to start or grow a 
business, and to connect with others in your community.  The library is the great equalizer in every 
community offering access to books, computers, music, DVDs, audio books, and electronic resources 
available 24 x 7.  

Please join me and our partners in the Massachusetts Literacy Foundation in celebrating the 
contributions this year’s Literacy Champions make by helping residents gain the literacy skills they 
need to connect to their communities and be successful members of our Commonwealth.

Sincerely,
 

Robert C. Maier
Director 
Massachusetts Board of Library Commissioners

Visit Mass.Gov/Libraries to learn more about the many resources at your library.
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There is an opportunity for each of us to advance literacy by supporting the efforts of the Literacy 
Champions and the countless other Massachusetts educators who they also represent. We can recognize 
that much work still needs to be done, we can stay informed, and we can challenge our local and state 
leaders to do the same. I encourage you to share this publication with friends, colleagues and leaders in 
every community of the Commonwealth. Print copies are available or download an electronic edition 
at www.massliteracy.org. 

Welcome

This year, 2008, celebrates the fifth year anniversary of the Massachusetts Literacy Champions 
Awards program and during these past five years I’ve been privileged to take part in 
recognizing 45 remarkable educators, to share in their knowledge and creativity, and their 

unflappable enthusiasm. With individuals like these working in the trenches, Massachusetts 
cannot help but make great strides forward in the development of a fully literate population.   

The goal of this publication is to showcase the important work being done by the Literacy Champions: 
to tell their stories, to communicate what makes them tick – what makes them true champions of 
literacy.  Our authors, Peggy Rambach, herself a 2006 Literacy Champion, and Lauren Leikin, 
have spent the past months interviewing the 2006 and 2007 Champions and they’ve more than met 
the challenge.  To quote Peggy, “Here, you will learn of how individuals strengthen our society by 
providing a basic human right: the power of self-expression. But more, you will learn that the source 
of their boldness, innovation and dedication is their compassion and that this is the true mark of a 
Champion.” 

I invite you to meet the Massachusetts Literacy Champions and to share in their accomplishments.

Sincerely,
 

Carol Anne Conroy
President
Massachusetts Literacy Foundation
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A legacy of literacy, indeed; and yet the truth is that these three extraordinary charter member Literacy 
Champions are too busy working in the present to worry about how they’ll be remembered in the 
future.  As one of them says, “My goal is to actually eliminate my job – to get to the point where the 

teachers are so great and the students are so great that I’m simply not needed anymore!”  Yet it is hard to 
imagine a time when these dedicated individuals won’t be needed – or wanted – so while we’re looking at 
the legacy they’ve left so far, let’s consider ourselves blessed that there’s still so much more from them to come. 

2003 LITERACY CHAMPION – BARBARA LINDSAY 

 In 2003, Barbara Lindsay was honored as a Literacy Champion primarily for her outstanding 
work as a Literacy Specialist for elementary school students; but five years later, it is the work she 
is doing with her students’ teachers that is getting the most attention.  “It is so exciting for me,” she 
says, “because the more effective that I can be with the classroom teacher, the better it is for all 
students.  I can work with individual students, but if I work with the classroom teachers too, and 
they can develop their own craft, then it’s not only for this year’s class, but also for the classes in the 
future, down the road.”  
 Lindsay’s own road to this point has evolved from a series of small steps to huge leaps.  Her 
professional development focus began in 2002, when she and a group of other teachers began a 

“study group,” meeting after school, in their free time, to talk about classroom reading strategies.  The summer after 
Lindsay received the Literacy Champion award and the accompanying support from Verizon, she and the other 
teachers went to a weeklong Reading and Writing Institute at Columbia Teachers’ College.  “That has led,” she says, 
“to so much inspiration.”  Lindsay and her colleagues have since taught multiple 30-hour professional development 
courses after school on topics ranging from revision strategies to non-fiction writing.  To date, over 100 teachers have 
participated, many from the Westwood Public Schools where Lindsay works, but also from the surrounding towns of 
Stoughton, Norwood, Medfield, and Holliston.  
 Even better, however, than the growth in the number of participants is the growth in the number of leaders.  “Each 
year,” says Lindsay, “we’ve grown more and more in terms of having teachers step us as leaders, and that has meant so 
much to me.”  She pauses, a champion of literacy, and so much more.  “It’s a great feeling to be able to reach out and 
help others.”  

2004 LITERACY CHAMPION – SHERRY COMERCHERO 

 Sherry Comerchero already had a job.  A great job: she’s a Speech-Language Pathologist 
for the Haverhill Public Schools.  But that didn’t stop her in January 2004 from founding an 
all-volunteer tutoring program to work with elementary students reading below grade level – 
and it isn’t stopping her now, either.  In fact, it doesn’t seem like much is going to stop the 
volunteers from the Merrimack Valley Jewish Coalition; as Comerchero says, “the program has 
pretty much taken on a life of its own.”   
 Of course, it’s had some help along the way – not least from the volunteers themselves, many 
of whom return every year to work one-on-one with a student, often bringing new friends along 
with them.  “Word of mouth is our most powerful tool for growth,” says Comerchero.  Then 

too, there’s the formal recognition, which came first from the Massachusetts Literacy Foundation and Verizon.  
“That really opened the door for me,” says Comerchero.  “We didn’t have any money before that.  Everything was 
volunteer-driven and done completely on a shoestring.”  

A Legacy of Literacy 
Literacy Champions 2003 & 2004   ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★
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 Once the door had been opened, the flood poured in; and Comerchero, who originally envisioned a program 
that would work with no more than “a school or two,” found herself presiding over an ever-growing cadre of 
volunteers (135 and counting) who come from all backgrounds, age groups, and religions to fan out across the 
Merrimack Valley, from Haverhill, where she still works, to Lawrence, Andover, North Andover, and Methuen.  
Then, in 2006, a (small) fortune followed the fame.  A member of the Amelia Peabody Foundation saw a few tutors 
working with children in an after-school program that they had been supporting.  The foundation approached 
Comerchero – and has since provided her with $25,000.  “I wasn’t even looking for it,” says Comerchero. “It just 
came right into my lap. But with that money we have been able to do wonderful things.” And will be able to do even 
better.  Plans abound for new schools, new towns, new programs for parents, new articles about the link between 
speech-language pathology and literacy.  “This,” says Comerchero, happily, “is where it all comes together in my 
professional and my volunteer life, this is my real heart.”       

2004 LITERACY CHAMPION – LEI-ANNE ELLIS
 Sometimes the world seems to split into two different kinds of people: those who want to bring us 
together, and those who want to pull us apart.  When that happens, be on the lookout for Lei-Anne 
Ellis; she won’t just be on the side of the connectors, she’ll be the one leading the charge.  A true 
citizen of the world, Ellis was born to a Chinese mother, raised in Hawaii, lived one-third of her life 
in the Middle East, and speaks, reads, or understands any number of different languages.  It is these 
experiences, in part, which drive her work around literacy and early childhood, and particularly 
her commitment to supporting immigrant parents raising children in America. “I believe parents 
are their children’s first teachers,” she says, “and I am so passionate about this belief.  I truly think 
that supporting them is the most important thing that we can do.”  Supporting parents means 

supporting the people who work with parents, and so Ellis used her Literacy Champion award and Verizon funding to 
train teachers, playgroup leaders, and other community members as part of the 
Let’s Talk…it makes a difference! program, which emphasizes the importance 
of talking and reading with young children, and encourages parents to use 
their home language at home.  
 Ellis is a true believer, and she makes everyone around her a believer 
as well.  After talking to her, people who couldn’t define dialogic reading 
begin advocating for literacy support at the State House.  Those afraid of 
holding infants suddenly want to volunteer as a workshop leader.  Her energy 
is infectious, and she makes things happen.  “I’m committed to change,” 
she says, “but I’m also committed to helping support that change, both for 
staff members and for parents.” It is this that makes her truly beloved and 
respected among her peers and friends – as much in her new job as in her 
old.  In September 2007, Ellis left her position as Literacy Coordinator for 
the Agenda for Children, where she had been for seven years, to serve as the 
Division Head for Childcare and Family Support in the City of Cambridge.  
They are lucky to have her, indeed.  

★  ★  ★

 “The great thing about being a Literacy Champion,” says Ellis, “is how much it opens up the world to you.  It’s 
so wonderful to meet everyone, talk with them, share ideas, and learn about each other’s practices, successes, and 
struggles.  It makes us all better at what we do, and that makes it better for the kids and teachers and families that we 
work with.”  Let that be the legacy for the Literacy Champions – past, present, and future.  n

– Lauren Leikin

Literacy Champions 2003 & 2004★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

A group of students in South Africa enjoy-
ing bookmarks from the Let’s Talk program.
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With its high ceilings, paneled wooden doors, 
and porcelain water fountains, it’s not hard to 
imagine how the Zanetti Montessori School 

looked when it first opened as the Howard Street School 
100 years ago. So you have to figure it looked the same 
when Marilyn Antonucci showed up there in 1973 to 
teach her first Kindergarten class. Now, as Springfield 
Public School System’s Instructional Leader Specialist 
she’s back again, assigned as recently as February, 2007, 
to mentor teachers and help raise the MCAS scores in 
English Language Arts. “I’ve come full circle,” she says. 
 But that circle is definitely not closed. 
 On this rainy April day, while a third grade teacher 
observes, Antonucci models a circle of another 
kind, what’s called a Literature Circle, proven to be 
an effective means of guided reading and a classic 
method of collaborative learning. And when it comes 
to collaboration, who could demonstrate it better than 
Marilyn Antonucci ?
 To Antonucci, reading is not a solitary pursuit, 
especially when many who are learning how, are the 
urban poor. “You have to understand,” she says, “that 

there are interruptions in their lives that are different 
from the usual,” –  like living in a shelter or undertaking 
the kind of responsibility that comes with having 
parents who do not speak English.  And so teachers 

and school administrators best serve these children by 
communicating and connecting with the children’s 
families, and in turn by helping the families connect to 
the social service and literacy organizations that serve 
their community. 
 Antonucci wrote her dissertation on family literacy 
in 2005 and her efforts in the field raise test scores, but 
more importantly they establish in an otherwise disen-

franchised demographic, 
literacy’s far-reaching 
benefits: the value and 
pursuit of education, a 
respect for culture and 
diversity, and individual 
pride in personal legacy. 
 To accomplish this, 
says Antonucci, “You 
have to get the right 
chemistry. You have to 
have a group of the right, 
committed agencies.” 
Which is exactly what 

Antonucci had to successfully design and implement 
at the Herman Gerena School - her most recent series 
of programs that improved the lives of more than 
750 children and their families from Springfield’s 

Marilyn Antonucci
Linking Literacies: Parents and Children Exploring 
Literacy Together 

Literacy Champion 2006

After more than twenty years 
in the Springfield Public School 
system, Marilyn Antonucci 
recently became the Elementary 
School Coordinator for the 
South Hadley Public Schools 
where she provides professional 

development for teachers in all areas of 
literacy development and, most importantly, 
she develops reading partnerships between 
students,  parents and the community. 

★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

         The value is the communication piece,” says Antonucci. 

“Once everyone is trusting and communicating in the family – 

school, parents and children – it brings people together into 

a comfortable place where there is no right or wrong way to 

teach someone how to read or write.

“
”
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Latino Community.  “We had some free time,” says 
Antonucci, a 4:00 to 5:30 slot in the Gerena School’s 
after school program called Linking Literacy. So with 
the Massachusetts Literacy Foundation Grant money 
she won as a Literacy Champion, Antonucci hired 
an African Wrap Doll artist (“You don’t have to speak 
English to make them,”) and with the assistance of Smith 
College undergraduate volunteers, the Gerena School 
and a community organization called NEON (North 
East Outreach Network), they succeeded in signing up 
forty family members: mothers, grandmothers and even 
older sisters to come and make dolls. 
 Next, she hired a storyteller who taught parents the 
art of the told story, since reading a story from a book, 
Antonucci says, can intimidate non-native speakers. 
And then the individual parents who showed up for the 
sessions transformed into a collective called Parent Read 
Aloud Volunteers. They then, in turn, played a crucial 
role in another Antonucci & Company Brain Child 
called Camp Fire Tales. Again, along with the Gerena 
School, families, and NEON, Camp Fire Tales was 
conceived to make a federally funded end-of-year free 
book distribution into “a real event.” A real event that in 
fact was mostly make-believe. 
 This model of successful collaboration transformed 
a large, empty space at the Gerena School into a 
campground, replete with tents, columns decorated as 
trees, blankets, and baskets filled with the ingredients 
for S’mores (vanilla icing substituted for sticky 
marshmallow). Now, who would deny that the very best 
way to hear a story is around a campfire while munching 
on a chocolate, graham cracker and icing delight? Pretty 
exciting, especially for an urban child, and even more so 
when his or her own mother or father is the storyteller.
 There was also the Community Education Fair that, 
in fact, preceded Camp Fire Tales, with “t-shirts and 
big signs,” along with the doll maker, the storyteller, 
and a local writer who together sat among table displays 
informing the 350 attendees of the existence of literacy 
organizations like New North Citizens Council and 
Read Write Now. 
 And already underway is the establishment of a 
Family Center that Antonucci, along with Smith College 
and TOLD (Telling Our Stories Digitally) an off-shoot 
of NEON, have found a space for but still need “serious 
funding” to staff and open. Nevertheless, its goal is to 
teach Digital Storytelling software to parents and their 
children, so that on the provided computers and disks, 
they can use image, music and text to tell their stories, 

and so, “preserve the history and culture of Springfield’s 
North End.” “Digital Storytelling at the beginning,” says 
Antonucci, “and then we’ll see…” 
 But Antonucci has already made us see that when 
you place a book in the hands of a child a whole 
community must be there to turn the pages. “The value 
is the communication piece,” says Antonucci. “Once 
everyone is trusting and communicating in the family - 
school, parents and children - it brings people together 
into a comfortable place where there is no right or 
wrong way to teach someone how to read or write.”  n

– Peggy Rambach

Literacy Champion 2006★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

BELIEFS THAT GUIDE MY DAILY PRACTICE:

About Parents

 Parents are their children’s first and most  
 important teachers.

 All parents, independent of race, class,   
 or language(s), want their children to be  
 successful. 

 Parents must be empowered, given the   
 knowledge they need and want, in order to  
 fulfill their roles as parents.

About Literacy Learning at Home and in School 

 Every child can learn and succeed at school.

 Every child should have time to read, to write,  
 to interact with peers and to extend a learning  
 activity to it’s natural, rather than preordained  
 inclusion. 

 Through the development of a community of  
 readers and writers, every child and parent  
 would experience the sense of belonging.  
 Everyone would know they had something  
 important to contribute- everyone would be  
 both teacher and learner. 

 All real learning must make sense and be  
 purposeful.

 A home literate environment should be a place 
 where children can take risks without risking  
 failure. 
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Diana Barbero will call you Sweetheart or Honey, 
no matter if you’ve known her for five minutes 
or five years. This goes for her students too, 

who would seem to be unlikely recipients for such  
endearments, some weighing 200 pounds, capable of 
bench-pressing more, and incarcerated at the Suffolk 
County House of Correction. But, as Barbero says, “I 
don’t care to know why they’re here. I’m interested in 
each one as a person.” And so they’re all Honey to her. 
 Some, as young as nineteen, are already fathers of 
one and even two children. So, Barbero’s job, along with 
GED preparation is to teach them parenting. Not an 
easy task since many were not parented, Barbero says 
flatly. And if they were, they were by a mother only, 
when most, Barbero says, “would do better to have a 
father as role model.” Nevertheless, a good father is what 
she must teach them to be. And what helps her to do it 
best is literature. Children’s literature.
 “I begin with The Giving Tree (by Shel Silverstein),” 
the story of how a tree gives all of itself to benefit a little 
boy. “I ask them, who do you think the tree represents?” 
The classic Good Night Moon (by Margaret Wise), is 
also a staple in Barbero’s class. “It’s one that the (men’s) 
children know and should have. The simplicity of it. The 

primary colors.” And so it’s clear that Barbero introduces 
children’s literature to her students to give them a 
concrete, accessible, and positive way to do what parents 
must: “Feed their children,” she says, “intellectually, 
spiritually, and emotionally.” 
 But the books feed her students too. “It’s something 
they haven’t had,” says Barbero – the nurturing, the 
sense of safety, the gentle messages that come with the 
experience of being read to. And so, Barbero says, “I read 
to them constantly. They love Curious George!” she says, 
obviously gratified by her students’ pleasure. And when 
she reads them Daddy Daddy, Be There Daddy, Be There 
Through All My Life, she says, “I look at their faces and 
I want to cry...” again, using a children’s book to give 
her students permission to recognize and grieve for the 
absence of their own fathers, their own absence in their 
children’s lives, while simultaneously communicating 
“a message,” Barbero says, to nevertheless, “be there for 
their child.”
 That they are presently behind bars might present an 
obstacle to this or certainly cause some significant delay, 
but Barbero overcame it ten years ago, by proposing to 
the Suffolk County Sheriff’s office, Fathers’ Read Aloud, 
a prison program she heard about on National Public 
Radio and knew immediately was something she had to 
have.
 The program makes it possible for the inmates’ 
children to hear their father’s recorded voices reading 
them a children’s book – simple as that; and yet, as one 
of Barbero’s students wrote to her, “I wouldn’t have the 
money in the world to pay for it. That’s how much it 
means to me.” Formally, the program is intended to 

Diana Barbero
Children’s Book Club for Fathers

Literacy Champion 2006

Diana Barbero is a literacy 
teacher at the Suffolk County 
House of Correction where she 
helps adult incarcerated males 
improve upon their reading 
levels and their parenting skills.  

★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 
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“maintain a relationship between father and child,” and 
“promote literacy,” both of which in turn, help children 
avoid the pitfalls of their father’s lives. But the fact that 
some children sleep with the copy of the book that 
accompanies the cassette, pretty much says it all.  

 Yes, a cassette. Not a CD, not a video, not a DVD. 
We’re talking low tech. “Until CDs become less 
expensive, I’ll keep it this way,” says Barbero. And though 
other prisons have added video to their Fathers’ Read 
Aloud programs, Barbero will not add it to hers. “They 
were so stilted!” she says of the ones she’s seen. But more, 
she believes they deny the children the memory and 
perception of their father as he lives in their imagination, 
something she believes is of far greater value than any 
image appearing on a screen.
 So, for the ten years since its inception, Barbero 
has kept the program low-budget, low-tech, and easy to 
implement: a matter of scheduling an empty room for the 
taping, maintaining a tape recorder and purchasing the 
books, cassettes and mailers. But there is one other thing. 
Not only does the father choose the book and preface his 
reading with a personal message (“Step 5 of the Fathers’ 
Read Aloud program:  Remember: You cannot say I love 
you and I miss you enough.”), the father must wrap the 
book and tape cassette choosing from “all kinds of tissue 
paper” and “ten shades of ribbon.” Again, it is the simple 
eighth and near final step, easily expendable, but it is 
given equal importance to those that precede it. And 
you can only conclude that consciously or not, this is 
how Barbero teaches her students how little it takes to 
show a lot of love. 
 As a result, her students love her. It’s clear from how 
at ease her two student assistants are in her classroom, 
walking in and out, as if it were a kitchen in their home, 
from how the tease her like sons tease a mom. It’s clear 

from the letters her students send her, and how, when 
their children come to visit, they urge her to meet them. 
And after her students are released, it’s clear from how 
they see no shame in giving her a warm greeting if she 
meets them, by chance, on the T. In fact, she says, it’s 

mainly their gratitude that is 
the reason why, after fifteen 
years she still considers this 
job to be the best one she’s 
ever had. And she’s had many 
jobs many before it: teaching 
K-5 for twenty-five years both 
abroad and in other parts of 
the U.S. 
 Still, her students’ 
high rate of recidivism is an 
undeniable reality. But rather 
than find this disheartening, 
she just says in her straightfor-

ward manner, “There are no accidents in the world. If 
you can help someone do something positive with their 
time here, it can only help them.” And so emulating The 
Giving Tree, she has begun a Book Club, is presently 
mulling over the inception of a Book Fair and no doubt, 
will continue for years ahead to improve her students’ 
lives, even if it is just to “bring a little joy to the father, 
the child, the family.” n

– Peggy Rambach

Literacy Champion 2006★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

BELIEFS THAT GUIDE MY DAILY PRACTICE:

 We are all capable of change. An inmate does  
 not have to accept the label of “inmate” as his  
 future. He can become the man he was meant  
 to be by accepting and implementing change.

 Learning takes place throughout our lives and  
 it is never too late to learn new things. Many 
 fathers were not well parented and thus have  
 not experienced healthy adult relationships.  
 That does not mean that they cannot learn how  
 to parent and develop good relationships with  
 their children.

 Education is a means to end the various cycles  
 of poverty, imprisonment and illiteracy. 

 It is my experience that the men I teach really  
 love their children and are hungry to learn  
 positive ways to interact with them. 

         Formally, the program is intended to ‘maintain a 

relationship between father and child,’ and ‘promote 

literacy,’ both of which in turn, help children avoid the 

pitfalls of their father’s lives. But the fact that some  

children sleep with the copy of the book that  

accompanies the cassette, pretty much says it all.

“

”
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At the top floor of the Palmer Public Library, the 
elevator doors open to what looks like a plush 
corporate headquarters. The carpet is charcoal 

grey, the walls a sophisticated sage-green, and beyond 
an archway, a woman sits at a large, sleek desk. But 
the archway’s gold lettered sign indicates that this 
is a center, not for commerce, but literacy. And yet, 
CEO, Margaret Boyko says plainly, that Top Floor 
Learning is exactly what it looks like: a business.  
 An a-typical one for sure, in that it is a not-for-profit, 
501c3 and serves primarily the poor and underserved. 
But unlike most state literacy programs its only 
affiliation is with a public library. “We chose to part 
company with the DOE (Department of Education) 
and other organizations,” says Boyko. “We became 

totally community supported. No more restrictions. We 
decided to change our structure.” And who best to have 
ensured the success of this bold make-over, but someone 
with Margaret Boyko’s business acumen? 
 “I feel comfortable running a business,” she says, 
having already done so in her hometown of Edinburgh, 
Scotland before moving to the U.S. in 1996. She was 

also comfortable teaching, having earned a CTEFLA 
(Certificate for Teaching English as a Foreign Language 
to Adults). So it’s not surprising that just six months after 
signing up in 1996 as a volunteer, she became Top Floor 

Learning’s Director, then an Executive 
Director and then, by 2005, she became 
the CEO. 
 Still, how can an educational 
organization that depends “totally on the 
community to keep it alive,” as Boyko 
says, be considered a business? 
 Because literacy is profitable.
 And who best to pitch that message 
to foundations and corporate sponsors, 
but Boyko. “I sit in their offices. I do 
PowerPoint presentations. We have open 
houses. I do whatever it takes,” she says, 
in order to tell them, “We’re making 
people more employable, better skilled, 
and financially independent. We’re 
helping indirectly to alleviate poverty, 
dependence on welfare. So if you’re a 

local business you’re going to benefit.” 
 Or you might say, profit. And the benefactors’ brass 
name plates mounted on wooden plaques at Top Floor 
Learning’s doors, guarantee the profit to the individual: 
the Lifelong Learners who can have their pick of 
105 courses in what is a self-sustaining program, the 
high school drop-out who can receive a one to one 

Margaret Boyko
Weaving A Strong Civic, Cultural and Economic 
Fabric

Literacy Champion 2006

As Executive Director of ESL at 
Top Floor Learning Inc. in Palmer,  
Margaret Boyko oversees the 
business of teaching adults 
the skills they need to become 
successful as individuals and 
members of the community.
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individualized program of instruction to ensure he or 
she passes the GED exam, and the immigrant from 
Poland, Malaysia, Indonesia or Mexico who can also 
receive one to one beginner instruction or enroll in one 
of ten higher level ESL classes. But the ABE and ESL 
instruction does not come for free. 
 When Top Floor Learning was beholden to 
governmental free class policy, low attendance increased 
teacher turnover. “Our students were abusing that 
policy. They didn’t see it as a privilege,” says Boyko. 
Once liberated from that policy, and so free to make 
their own, Boyko consulted with the directors of the Top 
Floor Learning’s ABE and Lifelong Learning programs, 
and with the Board’s approval implemented a business 
stratagem. It placed a monetary value on the product 
-  literacy and education - that made the investors, 
the students, less apt to waste it. In short, as little as a 
$20 fee for an eight week ESL class, induces students 
to consistently attend which makes teachers want to 
stay and give them, what Boyko deems, “very good 
instruction.”
 She should know, because she and Marcia Gaudette, 
the ABE director, train Top Floor Learning’s fifty-four 
tutors, not one of whom is paid. Again, running a 
business with a free workforce is not exactly common 
corporate practice. Nevertheless, Boyko approaches it as 
if it were. “People need to be valued, cared for, respected 
and thanked,” she says, but in this case, not with stock 
options and a bonus. “We have a big party. We make a 
big splash to say thank you. We run in-service programs 
for tutors to socialize.” And even in the e-mail age, she 
sends her teachers hand-written thank you notes and 
birthday greetings. 
 In fact, she makes sure to send an Annual Review, 
special invitations and personal “thank yous” to everyone 
who profits from Top Floor Learning: donors, teachers, 
and students alike, by adding them into a database. “We 
do so much to cement ties with people,” says Boyko. 
“People came to us because they were interested in us.  
I want to cultivate that, to expand their interest in us. 
I want to keep them informed about what we’re doing 
and want them to feel actively involved.” The result is 
that many students of the Lifelong Learning programs 
become tutors, teachers return to speak at training 
sessions, previous volunteers come back. “The whole 
thing kind of snowballs,” says Boyko. 
 And what better place to reach every member of a 
community, than at a public library, whose doors Boyko 
once entered as a new immigrant herself. The fact that 

she spoke English with what she describes is to Americans 
a “romantic exotic” rather than “fearful exotic,” accent, 
did not make the transition any less “hellish,” as she says. 
And she explains this with the Oscar Wilde quotation, 
“‘We are two nations divided by a common language.’” 
 So, of the ESL students, Boyko says, “I have a good 
idea of their experience and I am very empathetic.” 
Which is perhaps why, business maverick and CEO that 
she is, she misses teaching; and perhaps why, on the rare 
day that she is able to, a student pauses on the way out 
to say to her, “You are such a nice person and a good 
teacher. I had a good time with you.”  n

– Peggy Rambach

Literacy Champion 2006★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

BELIEFS THAT GUIDE MY DAILY PRACTICE:

A service organization must respond to the needs 
of the community in a flexible manner and ensure 
that its services and programs are affordable and 
accessible to all adults and that new programs can 
be offered when a need is proven.

Guidelines for Implementing a New Program

 Perform a needs analysis: find out what the 
 community needs. This can be done by  
 observation, sending out questionnaires and   
 compiling Anecdotal evidence as well as 
 reviewing data such as review of local MCAS 
 scores and surveying town records for 
 demographic data about the local community.

 Design classes based on community needs. 
 Decide on levels of classes to be offered and  
 select a placement testing system to determine   
 how to place students appropriately. 

 If you have volunteers within your program  
 who are or have been classroom teachers, 
 encourage them to share their experience with  
 other tutors through observation, presentations   
 and workshops. Alternatively, hire speakers to  
 present to tutors.

 Plan a schedule of classes for the year. Decide 
 whether this will be ongoing, on a semester   
 system that follows the academic calendar, or  
 in reoccurring cycles throughout the year. 

 Advertise in the local media. Send out and   
 distribute brochures or flyers and recruit  
 students for classes from existing and past  
 students in your program. 



9 MASSACHUSETTS LITERACY CHAMPIONS 2003-2008

The empty shelves in Char Caver’s new Adult 
Education Classroom indicate that Project 
Hope’s move from Dorchester to Roxbury is 

still in-progress. Otherwise, the room is cheerful and 
bright and carpeted in forest green. One wall is white, 
two butter-yellow, and the fourth a picture window. The 
backs of brand new lime-green chairs touch the outer 
edges of four clean and narrow faux-wood Formica 
tables that face each other in the shape of rectangle. Yet 
still, Caver considers the room to be a little “stark,” and 
has already sought to warm things up with bulbs. Spring 
bulbs, ten or twelve containers-full, Paperwhites and 
one proud Amaryllis, in full, red, and trumpet-shaped 
bloom.  
 “A beautiful environment 
inspires beauty in us,” Caver 
says, quoting Oprah Winfrey, 
who exhibits the kind of 
perseverance and integrity 
that Caver admires. And the 
message of this succinct and 
deceptively simple statement is 
at the core of what Char Caver 
calls her holistic approach to 
teaching. “Mind, body, spirit 
and emotions,” she says. “I 
believe in that philosophy and 
teach in that place.”
 Her students are women 
between the ages of thirty 
and sixty who Caver says 
“have internalized all kinds of 
messages of who they are and 
what they can be in this world.” 
They are women who have 
been victims of violence and 
trauma, “trauma from being a 
woman of color, trauma from 
poverty. There are all forms 
of violence,” Char says, with an authority that comes 
from being a woman of color herself, and from having 
participated a three year study called the Women, 

Violence, and Adult Education Project that left on her, 
a deep impression.
 Previous to her work in Adult Education, Caver was 

an elementary school teacher, 
part of corporate America, 
and she earned a Masters 
of Divinity from Boston 
University School of Theology 
to be a pastoral counselor. She 
sees her career path as having 
serendipitously prepared her 
for what she is doing now. 
  Like planting bulbs. Or 
more accurately asking her 
students to plant them, and 
water them, and replant them if 
necessary, not only to ornament 
a classroom, but to illustrate the 
concept of self- love. Because 
self-love, or the recognition and 
nurturance of ones inner beauty 
is, again, what Caver believes 
will ensure her students’ ability 
to rise out of poverty and 
hopelessness, move beyond 
the safety of her classroom and 
spread their worth to society.  
   “The bulb is their potential,” 
Caver says, “Right now, they 

can’t see their potential. But like Nature, we plant it, 
we nurture it, and we let the miracle happen.”
 However, Caver doesn’t stop there. She asks her 

Char Caver
Digital Storytelling 

Literacy Champion 2006

A teacher at Project Hope in 
Dorchester, Char Caver has 
become a respected leader in 
basic adult education through 
her work with women and self 
esteem . 
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students to identify the miracles by naming what 
they’d like to grow inside themselves. So Caver’s 
students typed words like “brain” onto strips of white 
paper, taped them to smooth, black, aquarium 

stones, and placed the stones beside their bulbs.  
 “Everything in the universe is about symbolism,” 
Caver says. “Nature has a lot to teach us.” And so the 
lesson from the bulbs goes on. “They take ownership 
for (the bulb) and for their lives. Ownership and 
responsibility. So when some plants die, that’s the 
lesson. But,” Caver says of her students, “they have 
a right to thrive,” a word Caver adamantly prefers to 
“survive,” - and to be different from one other, some 
growing straight up and some “all over the place,” 
she says with a smile, the bulbs now illustrating 
the concepts of patience, diversity and tolerance.  
 And still the lesson continues because Caver connects 
all of her projects to the more traditional academic 
curriculum of Mathematics, Health, and Language 
Arts. In this case, Caver asks her students to read and 
discuss the poem, “Student’s Creed,” and to circle 
the words in it that resonate for them, like proactive, 

that the students sought to define with a dictionary.  
 Then, to complete the project, Caver will take 
what she recently learned, with the investment of her 
Massachusetts Literacy Foundation grant, and teach 

her students the media-
art of Digital Storytelling. 
Her students have been, 
and will continue to, take 
digital still-shots of their 
bulbs in every stage of 
growth; then they will write 
a script, and on a computer, 
combine words and images 
with music to create a 

multimedia rendering of their own story. “All this,” 
Caver exclaims, “from a three dollar and ninety-nine 
cent kit!” -  the price of each students’ set of bulbs. 
 But she knows that all projects can’t always work so 
well. And yet the ones that don’t are opportunities for 
new and unexpected “learning moments” as Caver calls 
them. If she decides to switch one activity that’s not 
working for another that she hopes will, she is, in effect, 
showing her students that she’s just as human as they 
are and demonstrating, as well, the concept of choice: 
that when one path appears to have led  nowhere, there 
is always an alternative, always another way. “We’re all 
learning together,” says Caver. “It’s all about human 
connection.”
 No doubt this will be the genesis for Caver’s next 
project. She just saw some stones at the Christmas Tree 
Shop, and they were shaped like hearts.  n

– Peggy Rambach

Literacy Champion 2006★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

BELIEFS THAT GUIDE MY DAILY PRACTICE:

I believe in assisting women in:

 Returning to and remembering her spirit and inner wisdom

 Discovering her natural gifts and talents

 Nourishing and caring for all parts of herself: her mind, body, spirit and emotions

 Instilling the love of life-long learning and education

 Understanding life-long transformation

 Loving herself despite what she previously believed and what others believed about her

   Mind, body, spirit and emotions,” she says.  

“I believe in that philosophy and teach in that place.“ ”
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Not much fazes Donna Cycz. After all, she 
traveled, with a Yale University program to 
the outer reaches of Mongolia and grew up 

on a North Hadley farm where, “picking five tons of 
cucumbers a day was nothing.” But moving thirty-
one years of teaching materials from The Greenfield 
Elementary school to her new Newton School classroom 
in Greenfield, Massachusetts, has got her a little rattled. 
“I must have two, three, five hundred boxes,” she says, 
along with larger things like her Smart Board. 
 Cycz first saw the Smart Board at a conference, a 
white board that doubles as a touch screen computer. 
And the best part? No erasing at the lesson’s end. Cycz 
can just print it out and hand the copies to her students for 
review. “It’s a chalkboard of the future!” Cycz exclaims. 
But no way was Cycz going to wait for the future to get 
it. Instead, she wrote a grant. 
 It’s a common refrain around Cycz: grant writing – 
the way, since 1999 that she’s implemented the ideas 

that come to her, she says, while she brushes her teeth. 
And as long as she meets the Massachusetts’ State 
Frameworks, and her students continue to make high 
scores on the MCAS, no administrator has a reason to 
object. “I know the curriculum you have to teach,” says 
Cycz. “You have to keep that as your bread and butter. 
You have to have your five food groups. How can you 
rearrange that, so kids want to eat it?” So, dismissive of the 
time it surely takes her to find, write and send the grants, 

saying only that her husband is “a very understanding 
man,” Cycz has never felt constrained by state budgets, 
or curriculum guidelines to do the job she loves the best 
way that she can. In fact, she says, “I have everything, I 
feel, at my fingertips.”
 The Internet, for one thing, where, along with the 
“weird articles” and “tidbits” at the backs of books, she 
finds the grants. Like the Lysol Grant that paid for the 

germ solution that showed her 
students in a black light, exactly 
what grew “under their armpits 
and between their toes.” And 
Toshiba’s Road Kill Grant. 
“That was a hoot,” Cycz says, 
laughing. “Road kill!” But she 
applied for it in relation, again, 
to a mathematics framework, 
and that won her the $2,000 that 
helped her to teach her students 
to record the whereabouts and 

species of every dead animal they drove past. Then they 
read and graphed the coordinates on a giant classroom 
map and discussed in Fourth Grade terms, the impact 
of Land Use and Development on the habitat and 
population of regional wildlife. All examples of what 
Cycz calls “Back Door Learning,” when learning is so 
hand’s on and fun, students are not aware that they’re 
learning at all.
 So, $6,000 for a Smart Board, $1,000 for digital 

Donna Cycz
Rediscovering the Joy of Reading: Parent, Child  
and School

Literacy Champion 2006

Donna Cycz is a veteran 
classroom teacher who, for more 
than thirty years, has used her 
knowledge to bring exciting and 
innovative learning opportunities 
to the students and parents of 
Greenfield Public Schools. 
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Not only would kids talk to other kids, 

 but they would talk to different parents or parents 

would talk to parents. They would learn to  

communicate, converse or sit back and listen.
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cameras, $1,000 for a microscope, $2,500 from The 
Jordan Fundamental Grant for her fitness program’s 
dance mat, video program and pedometers -- no wonder 
Cycz’s classroom move is overwhelming.  
 But the purchases Cycz made for the project she 
speaks of most passionately would not even fill a half 
a box. She calls it The Boys’ Book Club, and The 
Girls’ Book Club – a matter of handing out two copies 
of a book to a student and a partner: parent and child, 
grandparent and child etc., for them to keep, and to 
read in any manner they choose: parent to child, child 
to parent, as a whole family, or separately. Then they 
attend the book discussion at the school, from 6 p.m. 
to 7p.m., once every three weeks during the winter 
months and are always welcome regardless of whether 
or not they’ve  read the book, Cycz saying, “If you read 
the book come, if you don’t read the book, come and 
listen to the discussion and maybe you’ll want to read 
the book.” 
 Cycz began it as a fourth grade club for boys only, the 
reason being, says Cycz, “At that age, boys are quieter 
than girls and I wanted to make sure they had a voice.” 
But only one week later, the girls had their club too. 
“Not only would kids talk to other kids, but they would 
talk to different parents or parents would talk to parents. 

They would learn to communicate, converse or sit back 
and listen,” says Cycz.
 And after personally fronting the money for the 
first 2003 Book Club, using all her Scholastic points to 
order books for free, Cycz received $2,500 from ING 
Insurance Company for her 2004 Book Club and $3,000 
in combined funds from the PTO and her Literacy 
Champion award. The increased funding paid, not only 
for books and pizza, but stipends to teachers who helped 
Cycz expand the program to include, along with grade 
4, grades 3 and 5. 
 But, despite writing three grants and even sending an 
email to Oprah, Cycz could not obtain the funding for 
the book clubs to continue the following year. Ironically, 
it was the program’s suspension that brought home to 
her the power of its impact. “And I mean impact!” she 
says. “Kids constantly would ask me: when is it going to 
start? They would talk to other kids about it: ‘We read 
this book in Book Club.’ Parents saying, ‘We loved this 
book club.’” And what she realized was that book clubs 
join child, parent and teacher. “And as soon as you have 
that, Bingo!” and compares it to the strongest structure 
in nature, the triangle. So, says Cycz, with characteristic 
determination, she will find a way to fund the book 
clubs again.  n

– Peggy Rambach

Literacy Champion 2006★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

BELIEFS THAT GUIDE MY DAILY PRACTICE:

 At this developmentally critical year [Grade 3-4]   
 when many students are no longer read to, it is   
 important to foster the discussion about books.

 Increasing discussions among parents and   
 students will remain a positive influence in later   
 years throughout school.

 All children can learn and parents want their 
 children to succeed. Many parents do not have  
 the tools or knowledge of how to draw good 
 learning from their children. In making sure 
 there is a good triangular connection between 
 school, parent and student, the bond  
 strengthens the learning curve for that student.   
 When all are invested in learning, greater   
 potential can be found.
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“I was in the right place at the right time with the 
right idea,” says Silja Kallenbach, Coordinator 
of the New England Literacy Resource Center 

at Boston’s World Education, speaking of her program 
in Multiple Intelligence that brought Howard Gardner’s 
celebrated theory to the practice of Adult Education. 
But the fortunate convergence of time, place and a 
good idea, occurs so often in Kallenbach’s career that it 
couldn’t just be Fate.
 Take her first Adult Education job back in 1980, 
when just out of college, Kallenbach joined a small 
group of volunteers in Dorchester to tutor Latina women 
in English and, as she says, got “hooked,” changing her 
career aspirations right then and there from International 
Relations to Adult Education. Then, federal budget 
cuts doomed the fledgling center’s host organization – 
or would have, if Kallenbach had not stepped up. She 
recalls thinking, “Either we make something of it, or 
throw in the towel.” So she transformed herself from 
tutor to grant writer/administrator and helped turn the 
organization into a 501C3 that became the Mujeres 
Unidas en Accion or United Women in Action, that is 
still operating today. It also didn’t hurt, that Kallenbach, 
born in Finland and originally in the U.S. to attend 
college, had rapidly learned to speak Spanish. 
 Next, the City of Boston offered her a job as Director 
of Adult Literacy and Refugee Services, another timely 
step in the steady ascent of a career in a field that 
has been marginalized and faced a steady decline in 
funding, even though, according to Kallenbach there 
are “thousands of people on waiting lists at any given 
time to enter these programs.”
 It must have helped that Kallenbach knew her 
strengths early on. “I’m a good facilitator of processes. A 
collaborative planner. A decent trainer. A supporter and 
supervisor of staff. I’m a good listener. I try to keep my 
ear to the ground of what are the needs in the field. I’m 
good at helping develop feasible projects out of fledgling 
ideas.” And at the New England Resource Center she 
calls on all of them to implement programs that “bring 

added value to the adult learning community.”
 Programs like the six-year Adult Multiple Intelligence 
study that began when Kallenbach asked, “How can 
Multiple Intelligences theory be applied to Adult 
Education?” To find the answer, she assembled a planning 
committee that hand-picked ten teacher-applicants 
as research partners and worked in collaboration 
with the Harvard Graduate School of Education’s 
National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and 
Literacy. The results were tangible: the publication by 
Teachers College Press of Multiple Intelligences and 
Adult Literacy: A Sourcebook for Practitioners and an 
online AMI professional development course offered to 
instructors of adults in New England and beyond. 
 Another project spearheaded by Kallenbach, the 
New England ABE-to-College Transition Project, also 
jumped New England borders to become the National 
College Transition Network. “We determined that people 
(ABE learners) needed additional skills to succeed in 
college.” They don’t know how to navigate the system 
or write a term paper.  They don’t know that absences 
count against them because Adult Education, as a rule, 
is nurturing and forgiving. They get caught up in taking 
endless developmental study courses where they use up 
their Pel Grants and are then unable to earn a degree.” 
For too many adult learners, the GED was “the end of 
the journey, the end of their education.”  “We needed to 
both raise GED learner’s aspirations and prepare them 
to pursue those aspirations.” 
 So Kallenbach literally picked up the phone 

Silja Kallenbach 
Online Mini-course on Multiple Intelligences in 
Adult Education
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Since 1994 Silja Kallenbach has 
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England Literacy Resource Center 
at World Education in Boston 
where she develops and provides 
professional development in the 
field of adult education. 
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(something we still did seven years ago) and recruited a 
board of project directors that would eventually include 
twenty-five Adult Education Centers between Caribou, 
Maine and New Haven, Connecticut – six New England 
states in all. Each center would provide instruction in 
the basic and academic skills adult learners would need 
to succeed. Very importantly, she received a generous 
grant from the Nellie Mae Education Foundation 
that helped to establish mentorship programs, career 
planning assistance, financial planning assistance, 
and academic preparation classes in the Adult Basic 
Education programs of community-based organizations, 
public schools, community colleges and prisons -- all to 
help adult learners make it in college. 
 But Kallenbach still wasn’t satisfied. By saying to 
Nellie Mae representatives, “Don’t you want to see 
what the impact for this investment is?” she had a hand 
in convincing the foundation to fund a longitudinal 
project, (now being conducted at UMass Amherst and 
tracking 300 graduates of the New England college 
transition programs) “to find out at what rate they 
complete college and what is their trajectory path. Do 
they change majors? Do they get better jobs and do their 
aspirations for their children’s education change?”
 “It’s very, very hard,” she says of getting grants. 
“There are not many places to go for money. We in 
Adult Education tend to be invisible, overlooked and 
categorically excluded from many funding sources. 
There’s emphasis on youth, but we forget how important 
adults are in the lives of youths. Their ability to excel is 
compromised if mom and dad do not have aspirations 
for their kids to succeed. Right now, only about two 
percent of the work force annually comes from high 
schools. And the only growth in our workforce comes 
from recent immigrants. Adult education is key to 
everyone’s economic prosperity although all the major 
funding focuses on youth. That’s a fact. The awareness 
is just not there. ”
 But if anyone is out there who will raise that 
awareness, it’s Silja Kallenbach. “Part of my work,” she 
says, “is to convince policy makers and funders to do the 
right thing.” Despite the frustrations that are inevitable 
in a field in which more than 50% of its practitioners, 
according to Kallenbach, are part-time, have no pre-
service training and limited release-time for in-service 
training, Kallenbach continues to successfully institute, 
coordinate and find funding for program after program 
each of which develop the adult education field while 
making a difference in people’s lives -- like the non-

partisan Voter Education, Registration and Action 
campaign, The Change Agent magazine and the New 
England Learner Persistence Project intended to help 
adult learners realize their goals.
 Kallenbach’s own persistence, as with so many of the 
Literacy Champions, comes from being able to actually 
see the results of her work and from a core belief in her 
vocation’s value. “I think education is key for a decent 
quality of life. Education that aims to give people voice, 
to speak for themselves, to take action to improve their 
lives and communities. I saw the need. I still see the 
need. It’s the most important thing we can invest our 
resources in.”   n

– Peggy Rambach

Literacy Champion 2006★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

BELIEFS THAT GUIDE MY DAILY PRACTICE:

 Equity and justice – I believe that education can 
play an important role in building more equitable 
and just communities and overall society. I am al-
ways looking for ways to do that through my work 
and to challenge other educators to do so as well.

 Empowerment – I believe that education has 
great potential to empower people to improve 
their life circumstances, to learn to think analyti-
cally and critically. I want my work to advance the 
realization of that potential.

 Appreciating differences among people - Every-
one has different strengths. Teachers and admin-
istrators should validate them and help people 
draw on those strengths. It’s easy to say but much 
more challenging to apply in practice. We tend to 
expect everyone to think and learn like we do.

 Participatory approaches – Participatory ap-
proaches to teaching and project management 
not only empower people, they help people en-
gage and learn if properly structured and respect-
fully and sincerely implemented.

 Perspective – I can be very detail and task-
oriented and I try to balance that tendency with 
keeping a broad perspective, remembering the 
values that matter the most to me. 
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She doesn’t wear a pocket protector. And it’s hard 
to imagine her dressed in the Beatnik black of 
the Geniuses behind the Bar at the Apple Store. 

Except that Judy Langley could out-genius the best of 
them.
 For one thing, she can “speak both English and 
technology,” she says, a rare gift when it comes to the 
computer gifted, one that served her well in her past 
corporate career in Canada and now, in her present one 
as the Technology Coordinator of the Literacy Learning 
Center at the Plymouth Public Library. 
 There, she assists ABE instructors, ESOL tutors, and 
all of their students with computers. Assists, but does not 
teach, Langley would say. In fact when Judy Langley 
hears the uninitiated educator or politician proclaim 
that “teaching computer,” is crucial to the field of 
literacy, she says she has to bite her tongue. “We don’t 
teach computers here,” she says, “We use them as a tool 
to facilitate learning.” 
 So, when students have a file to save, that’s when 
Langley teaches them how to open 
a folder. Or if they need to write, 
that’s when she’ll show them how 
to bring up a document. Her view 
being, if you don’t have a reason to 
use a computer, what’s the point of 
learning how?  As in: if you don’t have 
to build a house, why learn to wield 
a hammer? Still, after Langley makes 
sure her students have first focused 
on the content of their writing, then 
she is happy to show them “how to 
make it look really cool.”
 So, no doubt, she appreciates the 
“cool” factor. But unlike the geek 
majority, she is able to imagine what 
it’s like to be someone who doesn’t – someone who might 
actually scream at the sight of a “mouse.” Someone, you 
might say, who is a (gasp!) Technophobe. 
 And now that the Department of Education’s (DOE) 

assessment for Adult Basic Learners and Non-Native 
speakers is exclusively computerized, Langley’s got her 
work cut out for her. But unfazed, she says she “saves 
a few dead mice for students who are intimidated or 
afraid,” and describes how to use them by comparing 
the motion to the pivot of a driver’s foot from brake to 
gas. But guaranteed to assuage the worst of their fears, 

are the programs that Langley herself creates for them. 
Simple tools Langley would say, to support a teacher’s 
unit or help a student study. But a well-honed tool can 
be a thing of art, designed to make the most challenging 

Judy Langley
Orientation Power Point CDs for New Students and 
Preparation for Citizenship 

Literacy Champion 2006

Judy Langley is the Technology 
Coordinator for the Literacy 
Technology Learning Center 
located at the Plymouth Public 
Library where she uses her 
degrees in applied mathematics 
and chemical engineering to 

successfully integrate technology with adult 
education.

★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

We don’t teach computers here,” she says,  

“We use them as a tool to facilitate learning.”  

So, when students have a file to save, that’s when  

Langley teaches them how to open a folder.  

Or if they need to write, that’s when she’ll show 

them how to bring up a document.

“

”
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tasks easy, and even fun. 
 Take, for instance, her Citizenship Quizzes that she 
began designing three years ago, after looking at the 
Department of Homeland Security’s Citizenship Practice 
Test. “They had two large documents to download to 
study. Lots and lots of information. It’s written at a high 
school level and difficult for normal English speaking 
people to understand, let alone an immigrant.” She also 
saw that the questions were randomly organized and 
that the DHS only provided the single correct answer to 
each.
 So she began by dividing related questions into three 
categories that became three quizzes. Then she designed 
the quizzes using Powerpoint software, Print Shop, and 
Windows’ built-in voice recorder. Bring a quiz onscreen, 
and students see a blue background with the informal 
Comic Sans font posing a question in bright yellow 
print, and below it, a choice of four possible answers. 
Three are made up by Langley with “a bit of humor” 
and one is correct. 
 Now a student could decide whether the Pilgrims 
came to America: a) for gold, b) for spices, c) for 
religious freedom, or d) for free land. And by clicking 
a megaphone icon, the student could choose to hear 
Langley pronounce the possible answers in her soft and 
reassuring voice. If students are still uncertain, Langley 
designed a big orange “button” to appear on the right 
side of the screen that – reminiscent of Alice’s “Drink 
Me” bottle – says on it: “Hints.” 
 The program is bright, friendly, non-intimidating, 
un-patronizing, and as Langley hoped, funny. And 
with all of Langley’s click-on supporting material, like 
song samples, charts, maps, and photographs, some of 
which Langley took herself, students are not bound to 
get bored. Nor will they be discouraged, since Langley 
has made sure that the quizzes teach and don’t drill, and 
that they de-emphasize what students don’t know, in 
favor of emphasizing what they will know, if they keep 
practicing. 
 And soon, Langley’s Citizenship Quizzes, suitable 
for grades four to adult, will be available to other literacy 
programs and schools when Langley copies it onto CDs. 
“If I can foster this,” she says, “why not save someone 
else some time?”
 Until then, she’ll spend her time adding DHS’s forty-
five new questions to the program while she continues 
to dream up other projects and improve upon those 
she’s already finished, like her Powerpoint “Learner 

Orientation” program, her redesign of DOE’s confusing 
teacher intake forms, her revamp of the Literacy Center’s 
logo, her cost effective additions of color photos to the 
Center’s newsletter, her students’ Election Reflections 
Cards, booklets for their writing, and their literary 
magazine that Langley decided to publish to further 
encourage students to succeed.
 But call Langley creative, she’ll deny it with a 
laugh and insist that she is solely a “mathematical, 
logical, organized thinker.” But she’s also an artisan 
to the benefit of all her apprentices, an artisan of the 
Technological Age.  n

– Peggy Rambach

Literacy Champion 2006★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

Guidelines for Implementing a New Program

Langley offers these Guidelines for implementing 
an electronic support program: “Adult Education 
Programs can easily replicate the concept of a 
new learner orientation presentation.” With new 
learners in mind:

 Briefly outline the key points that are important 
 for new learners to know.

 Prepare a PowerPoint presentation with 1 point   
 per slide.  

 On each slide, use minimal words and use   
 meaningful pictures to convey the point.

 Add voice recordings speaking briefly, slowly,  
 and clearly.

BELIEFS THAT GUIDE MY DAILY PRACTICE:

The most important thing in my life is taking care 
of my family and my children.  However, coming 
to the Literacy Learning Center brings me into 
contact with some wonderful people from all 
over the world.  The students are committed to 
improving their circumstances with a strong work 
ethic and a dedication to learning.  The volunteer 
tutors and literacy program staff offer commitment, 
compassion, and creativity to help their students.  
My work with the Literacy Program is to facilitate 
and support learning in a welcoming environment 
using the tools and resources available.

“Work is love made visible.” – Kahlil Gibran
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Like the mountains themselves, sometimes bucolic 
other times treacherous, the Berkshire Region 
of Massachusetts is full of paradox. A major 

destination for tourists who seek its natural beauty, 
arts, culture and history, it also faces high dropout and 
low literacy rates and the other social, educational and 
economic hurdles of rural and isolated communities. All 
the better then, that Christine Polk moved there nine 
years ago when she was looking to change the course of 
her career, because paradox is what she thrives on.
 Discouraged after twenty years by the increased 
constraints placed on elementary school education, it 
only took tutoring a couple from Russia for Polk to know 
what she wanted to do next. “Absolutely fascinating!” 
she says, recalling the experience, “How people learn 
a language, learning about other people and cultures 
first-hand and how our language is so crazy--” And so 
she added two ESOL certificates to her two Masters in 
Education degrees and in 2001 began working for the 
South Berkshire Education Collaborative where she is 
Staff Coordinator, Program Coordinator, Curriculum 
Coordinator and Americans With Disabilities Act 
Coordinator. But what she likes best is coordinating 

the unlikely union of local business and language 
instruction; what is called Workplace Education. 
 It began in the South Berkshire Region as a solution 
to a growing customer service problem encountered 
by businesses in the thriving hospitality industry. Their 
mainly South and Central American housekeepers, 
maintenance workers and food service workers could 
not provide guests an extra towel or directions to the 
pool because they did not know enough English to 
understand these common requests. So their employers, 
beginning five years ago with the historic Red Lion Inn, 
asked the Collaborative to devise a way for their workers 
to learn only the English that they’d need for their job.
 “There was nothing, absolutely nothing for the 
beginner learners in housekeeping,” says Polk. “They 
needed to communicate. To talk. They didn’t need to fill 
in the blanks. So I decided to develop something.” That 
something was the ESOL Housekeeping Curriculum 
Resource for Job Specified English that is available in all 
SABES regional libraries. Next came Active Learning: 
Training Guide to Housekeeping ESOL, a compilation 
of strategies for workplace teaching that is also available 
from SABES. “Then came the partnering idea,” Polk 
says, “This was when we developed a very, very specific 
idea where all the practice and reinforcement was done 
on the job.”
 Like most innovation, Polk’s significant contributions 
to the field of Workplace Education came from necessity. 
The businesses matched grant funds or provided full 
funding for a program, and they gave their workers 
half or fully paid release-time for instruction. But they 

Christine Polk
Partnering in the Workplace

Literacy Champion 2006

Christine Polk is the Workplace/
Volunteer Coordinator for the 
South Berkshire Educational 
Collaborative where she 
successfully manages onsite 
ESOL classes for service 
businesses and their employees. 

★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 
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wanted that time to be short and results to be quick. “In 
the workplace program, it’s what the business wants,” 
says Polk. And she delivered.
 Then came The Canyon Ranch Spa. Unlike the 
Red Lion Inn and Kripalu Center for Yoga whose 
programs had been partially funded by The Department 
of Education (DOE), The Canyon Ranch was totally 

self-funded so it could stipulate its own time-frame and 
their time-frame was the tightest one yet. With only 
one hour of traditional instruction per week, Polk had 
to get a department of employees up to speed in ten 
weeks, meeting, as always, on the workplace premises in 
whatever space was available – a bar at the Red Lion Inn, 
a dining room at the Kripalu Center for Yoga. “You meet 
wherever,” says Polk, “It’s lucky that it’s not a closet!” 
 And though The Canyon Ranch provided the more 
adaptable teaching space of a meeting room, Polk’s first 
reaction to their schedule was, “What’s the point of 
that?” But then, she says, “My curiosity got the better of 
me.” Given only one hour of contact with the workers 
a week, she needed other English speakers to reinforce 
her lesson during all the other hours of the week. And 
who was with the workers all those other hours but The 

Canyon Ranch’s own English-speaking Supervisors. So, 
Polk the educator, and Canyon Ranch the business, 
partnered-up. “At The Canyon Ranch it became a 
verb: partnering,” says Polk. “It was us understanding 
how people work, and them understanding how people 
learn.”
 “Words were posted, put on housekeeping carts and 

workers had to carry them around. 
Every week the post-test scores were 
given to the supervisors. It was really 
intense,” says Polk. But it caught on 
and convinced the skeptics. “Suddenly 
everyone’s helping each other and 
it really changes the whole climate 
in that department. The results were 
amazing and this created enthusiasm 
in the other departments.”
 It also created enthusiasm 
among the workers. Learning words 

in one hour and using them the next, raised workers’ 
confidence. Another incentive offered by participating 
businesses to workers was the possibility of promotion. 
“It is incredibly motivating,” says Polk. “They go to class 
in evenings, have tutors, because they can see that it’s 
doable.”
 As a young woman, eager to leave her native country 
of England and see the world, Polk says, “I would have 
gone anywhere.” Now, thirty-six years later and forging 
major in-roads to a whole new facet of adult education 
and business management, it’s clear that Polk has not lost 
her lust for adventure. “My plans are to try to disseminate 
these ideas to more businesses,” she says. “It’s good for 
business. It’s good for the community. It’s good for the 
people.” n

– Peggy Rambach

Literacy Champion 2006★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

    At The Canyon Ranch it became a  

verb: partnering,” says Polk. “It was us  

understanding how people work, and them 

understanding how people learn.

“ 
”

BELIEFS THAT GUIDE MY DAILY PRACTICE:

 I believe in empowering individuals to learn independently. 

 I believe that most learning needs to take place outside the classroom, and that people need to know  
 how to learn and how to help others. 

 I believe that the most effective workplaces are ones of collaboration and cooperation, but that people  
 need resources and strategies to encourage this. 
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Idecided to be a writer when my chemistry professor 
told me to drop his course before I flunked it the 
very same week that the poet, Denise Levertov, told 

me she liked my poems. So, I graduated in 1980 with a 
BA in English and did what most writers do who want to 
teach for a living; got a terminal degree, began to publish 
stories and articles, and won grants and fellowships while 
I taught year after year as a college adjunct instructor. 
Then, finally, in 2001, I published a novel. 
 I had no illusions that it would be an Oprah Pick or 
that it would even stay in print longer than a year or two. 
All I thought was, Yea!  Now I could finally get a real 
teaching job, full-time, with health care, a retirement 
plan, maybe even an office, free parking and an actual 
salary that would liberate me from my dependence on 
family. 
 Well, maybe at a college in North Dakota or  
Nevada or some other remote region of the United States, 
but not in Boston. So after some anguish, I took the  
philosophical view that my apparent failure was a mes-
sage. And it said that maybe I should do what I wanted 
to do, even if it meant 
foregoing the possibil-
ity of making what any 
self-respecting adult 
would call a living. 
 I wanted to be a 
Resident Writer in 
Healing Arts.
 Somewhere along 
the way, the New Eng-
land Foundation for 
the Humanities had 
asked me to teach a 
course designed to encourage the patrons of a senior 
center to tell their own life stories. And when they did, 
I saw how it validated who they were, restored their 
self-worth, and connected them to their community. 
And I determined that everyone our society isolates and  
stigmatizes should not be denied the chance to contrib-

ute to it through the arts – in my case, writing. 
 But after two years of enduring the quizzical looks 
of elder-care activities directors with budgets that barely 
covered refreshments for Friday night Bingo, I had to 
concede defeat and return again to kicking at all those 
closed doors to academia, until  they defeated me too. 
Which was when a new one opened that led to my 

collaboration with the Asian Center of Merrimack Valley 
Inc. and produced the book Seeds of Lotus: Cambodian 
and Vietnamese Voices in America. Then, in 2005 the 
Massachusetts Cultural Council and the Vermont Arts 
Exchange knocked at my door and invited me to be a 
lead artist in their Healing Arts Initiative.

Peggy Rambach
Arts and Healing: Memoir Writing for the  
Chronically Ill

Literacy Champion 2006

Author and educator, Peggy 
Rambach is a resident teacher/
artist for The Healing Arts 
Initiative in collaboration with 
the Vermont Arts Exchange, the 
Massachusetts Cultural Council 
and the New Hampshire State 

Council on the Arts. She teaches writing to 
elders, long-time care patients, family and 
professional caregivers, recovering substance 
abusers and prison inmates.
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I wanted to be a Resident Writer in Healing Arts… 

And I determined that everyone our society isolates and 

stigmatizes should not be denied the chance to  

contribute to it through the arts – in my case, writing.

“
”
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 It was my alliance 
with 501C3 organizations 
that won the confidence 
of funders like the Ken-
neth B. Schwartz Center 
and the Jane’s Trust and 
that got the go-ahead from 
administrations to imple-
ment classes at health 
care facilities and support  
centers across Massachu-
setts, Vermont and New 
Hampshire. Places that 
served my new students: 
people living with mental 

and physical disabilities and mental illness, people with 
early-stage Alzheimer’s, people living with HIV, people 
with brain-injuries, and the cancer survivors who wrote 
the anthology, All That Matters: Memoir From the 
Wellness Community of Greater Boston. I also taught  
clinicians, family caregivers and the students at Tufts 
University School of Medicine who wrote memoir to 
examine their losses and vulnerabilities, to understand 
their own humanity, so as to heighten their sensitivity 
to their patients’ and be more apt, as a result, to care for 
them with greater empathy and compassion. 

But no matter who I’m teaching my method stays 
the same. No fancy exercises. We might just read two 
poems that say different things about the same subject, 
like a time of day. Morning, for instance. And after we 
interpret them, I point out how they were constructed, 
the poets pretty much just listing their morning ritual. 
That’s it. No adjectives like happy or sad, no explanations. 
“Yet,” I say, “you all understood what they were saying.” 
So, I encourage my students do the same. “Write about 
morning, or afternoon, or evening, or whatever you want, 
just by saying what you do,” which is non-intimidating 
and ends up producing good poems, the kind that use 
concrete imagery to express abstract thoughts.

For memoir, a photo of a rake, an umbrella, a toy, 
or just saying a word like “hose” “apple” or “bike” is 
bound to make one memory pop out of a zillion others. 
Apple picking, or a water fight, or your first two-wheeler. 
“It doesn’t have to be a major event,” I say, “to be 
meaningful.” But most of my students choose to write 
about the major ones anyway – not births or weddings, 
but more like, the night they spent locked in a closet, 
or told their children they had cancer. They bravely 
step back into their bodies, as I suggest, to record what 

they smelled, and touched, and saw, so as to dramatize, 
rather than summarize, a story.
 It’s definitely not the journaling, free, or reflective 
writing we normally consider therapeutic. No, I do the 
opposite. I encourage my students, from the start, to 
form memory’s amorphous swirl of image and emotion, 
into a coherent and communicative shape that is the 
poem, or short memoir. Because it is the discipline and 
challenge of working in a form that moves my students 
beyond what they already know to discover what 
they didn’t know they knew. And that’s the moment 
that heals, the moment when meaningless pain or a 
forgotten life becomes meaningful – to everyone. 
Becomes art.  n

– Peggy Rambach

Literacy Champion 2006★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

BELIEFS THAT GUIDE MY DAILY PRACTICE:

If you are teaching patients with long-term illness 
and their caregivers you are teaching those 
who share an intimate knowledge of how life is 
inclined to distribute loss, pain, hardship, and 
heartache in the manner of chicken feed. You’d 
think, given their raw material and enthusiasm, 
the actual writing would be a cinch. But the 
more immediate and deep a story’s emotional 
significance, the more challenged I am to show 
the writer how to write it well. 

Although I am sure to offer encouragement, I 
do not laud every word my students put on a 
page. I’m a teacher and I teach. And what I teach 
is form, how to make words into an effective 
poem, a story or an essay, for it is the discipline 
of form that leads to  true insight, a real message 
that is just as much the writer’s discovery as 
it is his or her audience’s.  And whether my 
students are fifth graders, undergraduates, high 
school students, ninety year olds with dementia, 
whether they hear voices, are blind, are dying 
of kidney failure, living with cancer, or have, for 
all their lives lived in an institution, my methods 
and expectations remain the same. With few 
exceptions, no matter what life has dealt us, and 
what stage we’re in, we have the capacity to 
create and the ability to learn. And if these things 
lie fallow, so do we.
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When Sonia Walmsley left Columbia in 
1999 at the age of thirty-two for Attleboro, 
Massachusetts, she wasn’t looking for a better 

life. She had a college degree, was the principal of a 
bi-lingual private school in Cali, and thought she and 
her boyfriend would probably get married. Her stay here 
would be temporary, solely for the purpose of learning 
English for her job. 
 But then her destiny changed. Her relationship 
in Columbia ended and soon after, she fell for and 
eventually married an American who didn’t know a 
word of Spanish. Suddenly she found herself learning 
English, not for work but “for love,” she says simply. 
Though, lest anyone hear violins, she quickly adds, “or 
else I wouldn’t be here. It was too much suffering.” 
 Having come from a country where only the very 
rich own microwaves, she found herself overwhelmed 
by a “combination of language and technology.” She 
was too fearful to turn on a stove. “I thought it would 
blow-up!” She didn’t know what a thermostat was. 
And she says, “I didn’t know how to eat anything. The 
refrigerator was bare. Just eggs; and I didn’t know how 
to cook an egg.” She wandered lost for 
hours. And when she turned to others 
for directions or help, she received 
little of either. “People think you don’t 
know anything. People don’t even try 
to listen,” she says. 
 Even when she went to the Literacy 
Center in Attleboro to seek guidance 
from the Educational Counselor, she 
felt that she was met with rudeness, and 
impatience. Now, ironically, she holds 
the same position at a homey mustard-
yellow Victorian that sits beside the 
library right in the center of town, and 
she has vowed to provide her clients 
better service.
 Something she says she does with a combination of 
humor and an insistence on personal responsibility.  She 

gives them phone numbers, volunteer and paying job 
information, books, practice tests, and names of bilingual 
doctors and information for free services in every sector. 
And she shows her clients, all non-native speakers, “how 
the doors keep opening for them. In the U.S. you get 
flexible schedules, tutors, volunteers. If your goal is to 
get your GED, you can take it in Spanish. I give them 
the information in their hands.” 
 But finally, it is their responsibility to use it. And so 

along with practical information, Walmsley provides 
them with what they need just as much: encouragement, 
confidence, “the sense that they can do it.” 

Sonia Walmsley
Computer Literacy: Online Opportunites and  
Concepts of Financial Literacy

Literacy Champion 2006

A former school principal and 
native of Columbia, Sonia 
Walmsley serves as a role 
model to the  students at  five 
Attleboro based  ESOL programs 
where she shares her time. She 
can currently be found at the 

Brennan Middle School, the Attleboro Literacy 
Center and the Attleboro Public Schools 
Continuing Education Program.   

★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

I say, ‘Bring books wherever you are: at the  

job, in the subway. When you’re working, ask your 

colleagues, ‘What is that word? Then go back 

and ask them, how do you pronounce it?  

Every day you learn something new’.

“
”
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 “When I talk to them as a counselor, I talk with them 
from my experience,” she says. “I say how I had no real 
needs in my country. I didn’t deal with immigration like 
you did. I went to college. But when it’s an English issue, 
there’s no difference. We all suffer, cry, want to quit.” 

 And so Walmsley’s top priority for her clients is that 
they learn English; and that they learn it as she did, not 
just from the Literacy Center’s ESL classes, but in a 
24/7 kind of way. She recalls sitting in the back of the 
public library’s Children’s Room to listen to Story Time, 
volunteering as a counselor’s assistant at the high school 
which led to her first paying job as an assistant teacher.  
 “I say, ‘Bring books wherever you are: at the job, in 
the subway. When you’re working, ask you colleagues, 
‘What is that word? Then go back and ask them, how 
do you pronounce it? Every day you learn something 
new.’” And to those who say they can’t attend class due 
to fatigue or a headache, she says, “Take a Tylenol.” 
 Walmsley laughs, recalling how one student told her 
she was like the police. Perhaps more like the school 
principal she once was – descending the Literacy Cen-

ter’s sweeping cen-
tral staircase every 
Monday through 
Thursday at pre-
cisely 5:50 p.m. to 
greet students as 
they enter the front 
door for their eve-
ning classes – tak-
ing mental note 
of who is late, or 
absent, and engag-
ing with the rest in 

short conversations, “about life,” saying, “How is your 
car? Close your jacket. It’s cold out.” Conversations that 
demonstrate a sincere investment in her client’s wel-
fare, and a consistent and supportive presence in often  

chaotic and isolated lives. And by her very role, she mod-
els for students who have come to the U.S. from as many 
as fourteen different countries, the kind of success that 
Walmsley knows they can achieve. 
 It is the kind she began to strive for when she found 

herself having to literally “start from 
the beginning,” filing papers at the 
behest of someone else. But Walmsley 
says in hindsight, it made her see “that 
everyone has value and should receive 
help. It made me more sensitive.” 
    The Literacy Center is only one 
of Sonia Walmsley’s “five crazy jobs” 
as she puts it. During the day she is a 
full-time Spanish and French teacher 
at the Brennan Middle School, and 

before heading to the Literacy Center weekday evenings, 
she tutors fifth through eighth graders for the MCAS 
tests. On weekends she files data that is sent to the 
Massachusetts Department of Education and translates 
handbooks for the public school system. 
 And every Saturday morning you will find her at the 
Attleboro Public Library studying for the English section 
of the Massachusetts Test for Educators Licensure 
(MTEL), so that she can earn her Masters in Education 
Administration. 
 Walmsley says, laughing, that she certainly doesn’t 
do it all for the money. “It’s a mission,” she says.  One 
that is, again, for love -- this time, for a country -- a desire 
to give back to America because America has given so 
much to her. “It’s not a job,” she says, “It’s a life.”  n

– Peggy Rambach

Literacy Champion 2006★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

BELIEFS THAT GUIDE MY DAILY PRACTICE:

The use of technology gives students access 
to the world and is the path to independence.  
Learning opportunities are enhanced by the use 
of technology and students need to learn to use 
computers and learn English to optimize oppor-
tunities for themselves and their families.  Sound 
financial practices will also lead to independence.  
Education in financial literacy is important to help 
students budget effectively, avoid scams, and 
establish personal and family goals.

And to those who say they can’t attend 

class due to fatigue or a headache, she says, 

 ‘Take a Tylenol.’
“

”

Attleboro Literacy Center
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Susan Bécam doesn’t have her own office in the 
Newton Free Library, but that’s probably for 
the best; she would never have time to sit in it 

anyway.  “At least once a month, Susan was letting me 
know about a new service or activity for the program,” 
says Kathy Glick-Weil, the former library director who 
hired Bécam in 2001 to serve as the Legacy for Literacy 
coordinator.  “She took Legacy for Literacy from a 
barely viable program to an intrinsic part of the library’s 
mission.”  Founded in 1992 as the library’s free tutoring 
program, Legacy for Literacy had been serving about 
40 adult English-language learners in and around the 
Newton area - until Bécam came along.  Now there are 
over 200 volunteer tutors and 300 students from all over 
the world.  “My vision,” says Bécam, “is to help as many 
learners as possible gain confidence using English so that 
they may become active members of our community.”  
The learners, however, aren’t the only ones blossoming 
into active community participants.  Bécam inspires 
intense loyalty and devotion from an ever-growing pool 
of tutors as well; as Glick-Weil noted, “there is little they 
won’t do to help Susan and improve 
our services.”  
 Bécam herself would be the first 
to tout the tutors’ commitment as a 
critical force behind the continual 
expansion of Legacy for Literacy.  
In addition to the ongoing one-to-
one and small group instruction, 
the program also offers, according 
to a litany that lights up Bécam’s 
face,  “seven conversation groups, 
two Short Story Reading Groups, a 
Book Discussion Group, a Creative 
Writing Workshop, bi-annual Potluck 
Suppers, Citizenship classes (which 
have a 100% success rate), and several new multi-part 
ESL classes, including a class on ‘Personal and Family 
Health Care,’ one on ‘You and Your Child’s School,’ and 
another on ‘Heroes and Heroines in American History,’ 
which is for our intermediate and advanced students.”   
 As the steward for this eclectic and expansive 

volunteer-based program, Susan Bécam offers a 
unique combination of vision and practicality.  Despite 
her 25-plus years of teaching experience; a PhD in 
French Language and Literature; and an enormously 
successful program under her belt, Bécam is modest 
and soft-spoken about her achievements, preferring to 
focus on the students and tutors instead.  Her beliefs 
are not expressed in soaring platitudes; her convictions 
are practical, about the real work that it takes to build 
a lasting, successful program that meets people’s needs.  
“I believe,” she says, “that all students should receive 

help in a timely manner.  I also believe that multiple 
opportunities for students to improve their English 
reading, writing, listening, and speaking skills are 
essential.  And I believe in thorough, ongoing support 
for tutors, in order to enhance the learning experience 
for students.”    

Susan Bécam
A Legacy for Literacy: Memoir Writing 

Susan Bécam is the ESL/Literacy 
Coordinator at the Newton 
Free Library where she nurtures 
a vibrant and successful adult 
tutoring program that is truly a 
community effort.

My vision,” says Bécam, “is to help as 

many learners as possible gain confidence using 

English so that they may become active members of 

our community.” The learners, however, aren’t 

the only ones blossoming into active 

community participants.

“

”
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 A former expatriate herself, who spent nearly a 
decade living in France from 1972 to 1981, Bécam 
has a deep appreciation for the lives and experiences 
of immigrants coming to America.  She wants to know 
them, to meet their children, eat their food, and hear 
their stories.  Two years ago, inspired by the group’s 
potluck suppers, Bécam organized the creation of the 
Legacy for Literacy international cookbook entitled 
“Our Best Recipes.”  Buoyed by the cookbook’s success 
among the library and the general public, along with a 
2007 Literacy Champion award from Verizon , Bécam 
embarked on a new, and particularly special, project: 
creating a book of student memoirs.   
 The root of the word “memoir” is, of course, memory, 
but a deeper look at the etymology (which surely a 
librarian could appreciate) reveals that “memoir” comes 
from the Old English murnan, meaning to mourn, or 
remember sorrowfully.  And while there is surely sorrow 
in some of the students’ stories, the process of writing 
and collecting them has been a thoroughly joyous one.   
“I thought we would get 25 submissions,” says Bécam, 
“and I have a pile of 80 memoirs on my desk.  They’re so 
different, but all very touching.  Some are tough to read 
– memories of wartime from when they were young, for 
example – but others are funny, or sweet, or romantic.  
One young man wrote a poem about meeting his wife.  
‘My favorite season is autumn,’ he wrote, ‘because I met 
a lady in autumn.’”  Bécam pauses.  “This has been 
a very special process,” she says. “It’s very meaningful 
to everybody.  Because it’s not just a writing exercise.  
It’s about relationship-building and story-telling and 
understanding as well.”  
 In keeping with her community-minded spirit, 
Bécam has reached out to many others to make this 
project a reality. Fellow 2006 Literacy Champion Peggy 
Rambach led two Memoir Writing workshops for tutors, 
in order to help them guide their learners.  Another 
volunteer tutor offered a weekly Memoir Writing class 
for learners, and provided ongoing support.  Bécam 
used some of the funds that came with the Literacy 
Champion award to purchase reference books on 
writing for the library’s Literacy Collection.  A local 
graphic designer is lending his time to help put the book 
together, and Bécam hopes to work with Newton North 
High School Print Shop to get the memoirs published.  
She is expecting to hold a celebratory launch party later 
this spring or early next fall.
 Bécam smiles as she reads through the titles of 
the submitted memoirs.  “Look,” she says, “here’s one 

entitled ‘A Story of Filling Teeth,’ about a mother 
taking her child to the dentist.  Or one from a Russian 
woman about going to a theatre in Leningrad with 
her young daughter.  Here’s one – a poem – from a 
woman who saw children at a park, speaking all 
different languages, and wanted to say how much she 
appreciated that about the U.S.”  Bécam’s delight is 
obvious.  She loves a community that embraces people 
from all backgrounds – and loves people who love those 
communities.  “That’s really what we’re trying to do,” 
she says.  “Legacy for Literacy makes the Newton Free 
Library a true community center.”    
 She wanders around this community center / library, 
at home and at peace among all its books, students, 
and languages.  “I’d like to be here forever,” she says, 
laughingly.  The hundreds of learners, tutors, and staff 
members who have come through Legacy for Literacy 
over the past 7 years – not to mention those yet to come 
– would undoubtedly like that too.  What a legacy that 
would be.  n

– Lauren Leikin

BELIEFS THAT GUIDE MY DAILY PRACTICE:

 All student applicants should receive help in a  
 timely manner.

 Multiple opportunities for students to improve  
 their English reading, writing, listening, and  
 speaking skills are essential: one-to-one or  
 small group (2-4) instruction, independent  
 study at a Language Lab, Conversation Groups,  
 Citizenship Classes, social activities, projects  
 and field trips.

 Ongoing support for tutors enhances the  
 learning experience for students: Training and  
 in-service workshops, roundtables, newsletters,  
 and up-to-date resources.

 By listening closely to suggestions from  
 tutors, learners, colleagues and the community,  
 literacy coordinators will find ways to improve  
 and strengthen their literacy practices and  
 programs.  
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Hanging in the entrance of the Horace Mann 
Middle School in Franklin, Massachusetts is a 
quote from the Mann himself that reads “Let us 

not be content to wait to see what will happen, but give 
us the determination to make the right things happen.”  
It seems endlessly fitting that Debbie Goss works here.  
As the school’s reading specialist for 17 years, Goss has 
become an expert at making the right things happen – 
not only for her students but also for the teachers she 
works with, and the district she works in.  “In all my 
years,” says colleague Christina Renaud, the school’s 
librarian, “I have never met a more dedicated teacher, 
who after thirty plus years of teaching is still excited to try 
new things, and who never turns her back on a student 
or a teacher.”  Principal Anne Bergen, who began at 
Horace Mann Middle School the same year as Debbie 
Goss, wholeheartedly agrees.  “Goss’ students adore 
her,” she says, “and they achieve at extraordinary levels.  
Her colleagues respect her with a fierce intensity.”
 It’s easy to see where the adoration, and the respect, 
comes from.  Goss is delightful in person – charming, 
and funny, with an ease around her students that comes 
only through decades of work.  “I used to practice 
teaching on my younger brother,” she says, laughing at 
the memory.  “I’ve wanted to be a teacher forever.”  Goss 
got her official start at an elementary school, 
teaching 2nd and 3rd grade.  “It was a very 
old school,” she says, “an old classroom, just 
desks, nothing else.  But I thought it was the 
most beautiful classroom I’d ever seen.”  Of 
course, that didn’t stop her from making sure 
that her current classroom looks nothing like 
that first one.  There are papers, posters, books, 
and markers bursting from every corner of the 
room.  There’s a vanilla-scented candle on 
the table – “sometimes the kids need a little 
calming down when they first come in,” she 
explains – and green paper bookworms crawling across 
the windows.  It’s a happy clutter, and the students are at 
home among it all.      
 She, likewise, is quite at home among them.  Some 
people, particularly those with a thick skin and a good 

sense of humor, have a knack for middle schoolers, and 
Goss, who has raised three boys of her own, deserves a 
special place in that category.  The first 6th graders she 
taught have 6th graders of their own by now, so Goss 
has seen a good many pre-teens come and go.  “They’re 
still the same as always,” she says, lightly rolling her 
eyes.  “Goofy and emotional.  They want to do well, 
even though they pretend they don’t.”  Which isn’t to 
say that things around the teens haven’t changed over all 
these years, and Goss is reflective as she talks about that.  
“The biggest changes,” she says, “have been changes in 
technology. We have SmartBoards and laptops – where 
it used to be all you had was a blackboard.  Now we have 
information at our fingertips and it’s so easy to connect 
to background knowledge.  Kids can make presentations 
and it’s more fun for them.  But still,” she continues, 

wistful now, the reading specialist come to the fore, 
“the majority of kids don’t read as much as they used to. 
With so many kids spending hours playing video games, 
there’s not as much interaction with language.” 
 It was this realization, in part, that led to Goss’ 

Debby Goss
Shared Inquiry through Junior Great Books

Literacy Champion 2007

Debby Goss, Reading Specialist 
at the Horace Mann Middle 
School, is a quiet leader who 
inspires both her students and 
colleagues to shine. 
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          It was a very old school” she says,  

“an old classroom, just desks, nothing else. 

But I thought it was the most beautiful 

classroom I’d ever seen.
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effort, supported by her Literacy Champion Award 
and funding from Verizon, to train 6th and 7th English 
and social studies teachers on implementing a “Shared 
Inquiry” approach to learning using Junior Great 
Books.  According to its website, the goal of Junior 
Great Books is to “instill in children the habits of mind 
that characterize a self-reliant thinker, reader, and 
learner.”  Shared Inquiry, then, is “a distinctive method 
of learning…that promotes thoughtful dialogue and 
open debate, preparing its participants to become able, 
responsible citizens, as well as enthusiastic, lifelong 
readers.”  Goss, who truly believes that “every child 
deserves to succeed in reading,” saw Shared Inquiry and 
Junior Great Books as an effective way to engage teachers 
across disciplines, increase student learning, and fulfill 
the school improvement council’s recommendation 
to incorporate more high-level thinking into their 
curriculum.  And indeed it has achieved all of that – 
and more.  Teachers, working together, implemented 
Shared Inquiry throughout the 2006-2007 school year, 
finding that students engaged more with the texts and 
did better on the tests.  
 “Mrs. Goss keeps moving forward in her ideas,” says 
Ms. Renaud, the school’s librarian.  “She never strays 
from a challenge.  If she sets out for students to be more 
ready or achieve at a higher level, then she will find a 
way to make that happen.” Typically, in fact, Goss will 
find lots of different ways. On any given day, she might 
be leading small groups in reading instruction, tutoring 
one-on-one, modeling lessons for teachers in classrooms, 
organizing book talks (which take place at Barnes 
and Noble), securing an author visit (everyone from 
Lois Lowry to William Sleater), testing and evaluating 
students, and facilitating teacher groups around 
reading and literacy instruction across disciplines. 
“I get to do so many different things every day,” Goss 
says, an understatement that does not go unnoticed or 
unappreciated by those around her.      
 “An extraordinarily humble person, Ms. Goss does 
not need to take the credit,” says Dr. Bergen, the school’s 

principal and a reading specialist herself.  “Rather, she 
models outstanding practices, creates powerful programs, 
leads literacy initiatives, and quietly steps back and lets 
others shine.  I have known her and worked with her 
for more than thirty years.  In that time, she has never 
boasted, never called attention to herself, but gone about 
her tasks with an energy level that seems to get stronger 
every year.”  
 This year has been no exception.  For the summer of 
2008, Goss and a colleague decided to create and direct 
a summer camp, titled in a way that makes it clear these 
folks work with middle schoolers.  The camp – 
“Gianormous and Rock Band” – features activities 
specifically designed to appeal to kids who would rather 
be anywhere else than wherever they currently are; things 
like “skate board art,” “CSI Franklin” and “Broadcast 
Bootcamp.”  Never mind that most camp directors spend 
an entire year creating their summer camp experiences; 
Goss, with several full time jobs already, simply decided 
that the kids needed one, and she didn’t feel content 
waiting around to see if someone else would do it.  
Horace Mann, that esteemed father of public education 
in Massachusetts, would be quite proud.  n

– Lauren Leikin
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BELIEFS THAT GUIDE MY DAILY PRACTICE:

Reading is the cornerstone for all education; 
without it the chances of succeeding are zero. 
Every child deserves to succeed in reading. There 
are many students whose reading difficulties 
are much deeper and require more extensive 
services and support, but there are also students 
who just never develop a love of reading. We 
need to continue to put programs, activities and 
opportunities in place to instill the importance 
of reading. I believe that if we create a school of 
reading we can create a school of readers. 
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In 1994, when Haydee Hodis had been manager for 
six years, the Brightwood Branch of the Springfield 
City Library flooded.  “Hundreds of books floating 

everywhere,” Hodis remembers, shaking her head.  She 
gestures to a shelf that is chest-high.  “The water went 
all the way up to here, and we lost three quarters of 
our collection.  We had to completely rebuild.”  And 
rebuild they did.  Not fifteen years later, the Brightwood 
Branch is a beautiful, open, airy, and welcoming library, 
flourishing under Hodis’ continued leadership and 
dedication.  “Well,” says Hodis, looking around while 
self-consciously shuffling books, “we’re working on it.
 Haydee Hodis is, needless to say, deeply unassuming.  
One gets the sense that, despite the honors and the 
accolades; despite the letters of appreciation written by 
kids, adults, and teachers throughout the community; 
despite the obvious loyalty of her staff and supervisors, 
Hodis sees herself as coming to work every morning 
simply to do her job, no more and no less.  For her, 
it is not about going above and beyond; the level of 
excellence Hodis displays is only what she expects of 
herself – and what she feels she owes to her community 
and her fellow librarians.  “I feel very fortunate, “she 
says, “to be in a profession that has as part of its mission, 
the promotion of the value of reading and self-expression 
among young people.”  It is undoubtedly 
this generosity of spirit – the idea that 
she is lucky to have the library instead 
of the other way around – that makes 
Hodis such a force for good in her 
community.  
 “Haydee has demonstrated initiative 
and creativity in developing many new 
services and programs,” says longtime 
Springfield City Library Assistant 
Director Molly Fogarty, “particularly 
ones that engage the Hispanic 
community and promote library 
resources.”  Approximately 30 percent of Springfield’s 
150,000 residents identify themselves as Latino; within 
the schools, the number rises to 50 percent.  It is these 
Spanish-speaking students and residents with whom 

Hodis has the strongest bond.  Born and raised in Peru, 
she is particularly committed to bi-lingual and bi-cultural 
programming that both reaches out to new audiences 
and takes her back to her own roots.  It was Hodis who 
developed and initiated the Springfield City Library’s 
Bilingual Story Times for pre-school and school age 
children and Hodis who collaborated in the creation 
of early literacy and child development workshops 
for Latino family child care providers.  In both these 
cases, Hodis says, “the library was the scenario to better 
their lives and change them for the best.  That in itself 
is the most rewarding experience; seeing lives being 
transformed with the power of the word.”  
 Hodis’ word is powerful indeed.  “Her native talents 

have made her a hit with her special needs classes in her 
Read Aloud programs,” says colleague Geneva Caffee.  
“Haydee continues to amaze teachers and students alike 
with her enthusiastic storytelling and her craft skills.”  

Haydee Hodis
Connecting Cultures: Conversational English Program

Literacy Champion 2007

As a Branch Manager for the 
Springfield City Library, Haydee 
Hodis reaches out into the 
community with services and 
programs to engage a diverse 
population and to promote 
library resources.  

★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

          Coming from a country where libraries are 

almost non-existent, I  really appreciate what you 

can find in them – the resources, the connections 

– with school, yes, and also with life.   

“
”

 



28CELEBRATING EXCELLENCE IN THE FIELD OF LITERACY

These Read Aloud programs, in which students come 
from kindergarten through second grade classrooms 
for weekly storytelling time, are a highlight of the 
Brightwood Branch library’s programming.  Classes are 
welcomed with open arms – and open space.  Here, 
the children’s section isn’t simply tucked into a cozy 
corner.  Kids have a whole area to themselves, bedecked 
in colorful chairs the right size for a 5-year old, books in 
Spanish and English stacked into baskets on the floor, 
a beginner computer station; and enough pillows, toys, 
markers, and crayons to go around.  
 It’s a happy place where, as Hodis says, they “intro-
duce kids to literature other than textbooks and engage 
them in the process of enjoying reading” – something 
many of them may not get to do much of otherwise, either 
at school or at home.  Thirteen percent of Springfield’s 
students are limited English proficient, and over three 
quarter of them live below the federal poverty line.  
Their lives are often full of challenges, but Read Aloud 
time is for fun (and learning) and celebration.  Every 
June, the 80 students who participated that year take 
part in a Storyhour Graduation – replete with marching 
music, caps, gowns, and certificates of completion.  And 
with the kids come their parents.  “They are the perfect 
connection to parents and grandparents,” says Hodis.  
“That’s always been our hook.”    
 That – plus all the other programming designed 
to keep adults on the line.  “I believe very strongly in 
offering programs, services, and multiple collections 
that support the efforts of parents, teachers and students, 
and are the reflection of the community needs,” says 
Hodis, before explaining how the library’s conversation 
classes got started.  “There was no place to practice 
English over the summer,” she says, simply.  With the 
help of the 2007 Literacy Champion Award and Verizon 

funding, Hodis launched a 10-week program filled with 
lessons and conversation topics such as “Connecting 
Our Kids With Our Culture Using Picture Books” and 
“Sharing Our Experiences as New Americans.”  She is 
in the middle of leading a second session now, with 15 
adults, even though funding is a little tighter this time 
around.  “Sometimes,” Hodis shrugs, “you just have to 
start something and then find a way to continue it.”  
 She would know.  Hodis, who currently manages the 
East Springfield and Liberty branches in addition to the 
Brightwood Branch, actually began her library career as 
a newly arrived immigrant and college freshman work-
ing part-time in her school’s library.  “And now I’ve been 
in Springfield for two decades,” she says.  “I came for a 
year and then I just stayed” – a life decision for which 
there are many grateful individuals.  “Due largely to 
Haydee,” says colleague Caffee, “my library experience 
is greatly enriched.  In fact, her willingness to mentor 
our staff members at every level is known and spoken of 
throughout the library system.  Her professionalism and 
work ethics are remarkable and her dedication to the 
libraries always shines through.”         
 “Coming from a country where libraries are almost 
non-existent,” says Hodis, “I really appreciate what you 
can find in them – the resources, the connections – with 
school, yes, and also with life.”  But it is, of course, not 
only about what Haydee Hodis finds in libraries, but also 
what the library has – to their eternal betterment and 
gratitude – found in Haydee.  n

– Lauren Leikin
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BELIEFS THAT GUIDE MY DAILY PRACTICE:

 I believe in Outreach as a way to make the  
 library a visible participant in the community -   
 building partnerships with local businesses,  
 social agencies and institutes of higher   
 learning. A by-product of this interaction can  
 result in programs in lifelong learning that  
 benefit adults with little formal education.

 I believe in networking through membership  
 within the profession at the local, state and  
 national levels. It allows for the exchange of  
 ideas, work experiences and the continuation  
 of learning.

 I believe in the power of the Word and Literacy  
 as a way to change and improve lives beyond  
 our immediate communities. 
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If you ever meet Isabel Phillips – and you should 
– you will be, like so many who have gone before 
you, immediately and irrevocably charmed.  “Isabel 

is completely engaging,” says Linda Nathan, co-head of 
the Boston Arts Academy.  “Not to mention innovative, 
creative, committed and passionate.”  Fellow Literacy 
Champion Sherry Comerchero agrees: “I have never 
met another individual who can inspire, support, and 
enlighten as she does.”  Born and raised in South 
Carolina, Phillips, who could fill a book of inspirational 
quotations in under an hour, is a hilarious and wonderful 
combination of southern belle, ‘60s activist, academic 
researcher, and new age guru.   
 But “first and foremost,” she says, she is “a teacher of 
literacy.”  Phillips earned her stripes early, teaching kids 
of boot campers at a military base in South Carolina.  “I 

was student teaching,” she says, laughing, “at a place with 
a 95 percent turnover rate where all the kids were taught 
by teachers working with different literacy programs.”  But 
instead of giving her one full classroom like the others, 
the military presented Phillips with “an entire group of 
failing kids.” Some people might have quit on the spot, 
but some people aren’t Isabel Phillips. “Working with 
them was great,” she says. “They had all these incredible 
teachers, but they were still failing, independent of 
whatever program they were in.  It focused me, very early, 
on when it’s not working, for whom, and what we can do 
about it.  It was like I got twelve years of experience in 
one year.”  
 And a hundred years of experience in the thirty years 

since.  It was Alexander Graham Bell who said, “When 
one door closes, another opens; but often we look so long 
and so regretfully upon the closed door, that we do not 
see the one that has opened for us.”  Phillips, however, 
always sees the open door – and then she walks right 
through it.  Her professional career is like a grand old 

Southern mansion – lots of secret 
spaces and back passageways and 
rooms that look disconnected; 
until you see the floor plan, when 
it turns out everything was all 
linked together the whole time.  
 Phillips actually dropped out 
of high school (she likes telling 
this to the stunned high-school 
students she works with in the 
Boston Pilot Schools).  There 
was a racially-charged incident 

in a racially-charged time in a racially-charged state, and 
Phillips decided it was best to move on.  She got her 
GED, and went directly to college at age sixteen.  “There 
are all kinds of ways up the mountain,” she says, smiling.  
Phillips, of course, is a climber, and from college (via the 
boot campers), she made her way up north to earn her 
master’s and doctoral degrees in Reading and Language 
from the Harvard Graduate School of Education.  For a 
time, she immersed herself in the neurology underlying 
language processing and reading, cross registering at 
the Harvard Medical School, and working with victims 
of brain trauma and language retrieval.  “I was in hog 
heaven,” she says, closing her eyes and shaking her head 
slowly back and forth.  She even applied to medical 

Isabel Phillips
Boston Arts Academy: Advanced Study in Reading Program

Literacy Champion 2007

Isabel Phillips, Reading, 
Language & Learning Abilities 
Consultant, is first and foremost 
a teacher of literacy whose work 
focuses on helping those who 
struggle to learn to read and 
write.  
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          Well,” says Phillips, reflecting on her 

interdisciplinary path, “If you know something’s the right 

thing to do, you’ve got to go with it.  You innovate, and 

you create, and you ask forgiveness later.   

“
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school (and got in), before deciding that “the research 
part would always be secondary to how I can try to 
impact people’s lives.”    
 Ever since then, it’s been a dizzying array of centers, 
clinics, and schools that make up the labyrinth of her 
career.  In semi-chronological and overlapping order, 
Phillips coordinated the Harvard Reading Laboratory 
(under the legendary Jeanne Chall), trained at 
the Neurology and Learning Disabilities Clinic at 
Boston Children’s Hospital, re-designed the teacher-
training curriculum at Lesley University, facilitated 
peer consultation groups for ongoing professional 
development among teachers, administrators, and 
psychologists, consulted for teachers at the Boston 
Arts Academy and 20 other Boston pilot schools, and 
launched the Certificate of Advanced Study in Reading 
program at the MGH Institute of Health Professions.  
“Well,” says Phillips, reflecting on her interdisciplinary 
path, “If you know something’s the right thing to do, 
you’ve got to go with it.  You innovate, and you create, 
and you ask forgiveness later.”  But with so much good 
being done, it’s hard to imagine that forgiveness was, or 
ever will be, necessary.  The gratitude and praise of her 
students – kids and adults alike – should leave no room 
for apologies.    
   “As a teacher and mentor,” says an MGH colleague, 
“Dr. Phillips is respected for her knowledge, wisdom, 
and down-to-earth approach.”  “She has an extraordi-
nary knowledge about the science of reading and lan-
guage development and disorders,” adds Nathan, “but 
she never overwhelmed us with her expertise.  Isabel 
has a genuine ability to translate her knowledge…
and teachers knew that she had such respect and high  
regard for their work in the classroom that they 
wanted to hear from her and learn from her.”  Lit-
eracy Champion Comerchero, who participat-
ed in a course Phillips taught, says, “She is as  

innovative in her thinking 
as she is practical in her ap-
proaches to helping teach-
ers.”  Nathan rounds it out: 
“There is no one,” she says, 
“who has made more con-
tributions in this field than 
Isabel Phillips.” 
 Phillips, of course, 
could name a million 
people who she would 
say have made more 

contributions, including all the teachers that she adores 
and supports in the Boston Pilot Schools. None the less, 
with financial support from both MGHIHP and the 
Boston Pilot Schools, she was able to offer the Certificate 
of Advanced Study in Reading to cohorts of Boston 
teachers at a reduced rate. And her Literacy Champion 
grant award from Verizon in 2007 provided support for 
her on-going work at the Boston Arts Academy to mentor 
and supervise Reading Specialists in training from the 
Boston Pilot Schools. All this, and more, in honor of her 
commitment to affordable, high-quality, evidence-based 
professional development for all teachers.
 But in the end, her commitment always comes 
back to the kids – to that first group of 12 kids in South 
Carolina who struggled every day to learn how to read 
and write.  “There exists a century of powerful research 
about reading and language,” says Phillips earnestly, 
“with the potential to improve literacy instruction for 
all.”  And she is going to work every angle, walk through 
every door, support every teacher, and find every way to 
get that research to those kids.  She trusts in the winding 
path that is laid out behind and ahead of her.  “When 
the time is right,” she says, sagely and without a bit of 
pretension, “things appear.  You don’t mess with the 
universe.”  And the universe doesn’t mess with her.  It just 
opens another one of its doors so Phillips can graciously 
and determinedly walk on through.  n
 – Lauren Leikin

Literacy Champion 2007★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 

BELIEFS THAT GUIDE MY DAILY PRACTICE:

 You cannot make it in America if you cannot read.

 All students, not just a privileged few, deserve   
 access to effective, evidence-based, literacy   
 instruction.

 No student is devoid of the desire to learn to read.

 There exists a century of powerful research about  
 reading and language, with the potential to   
 improve literacy instruction for all.

 I can disseminate “usable knowledge” from   
 research to teachers who then leverage that  
 knowledge to “steer” school-wide literacy    
 practices, using their own creative literacies and   
 skills.

 I must both honor and challenge teacher beliefs,   
 which deeply influence literacy practices. 
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DULANY ALEXANDER
Operation Bootstrap
ESL Teacher & Technology 
Coordinator Lynn

Dulany Alexander is a veteran ABE teacher who spends 
her vacations rebuilding Katrina-destroyed houses in 
Mississippi and constructing computer labs in El Sal-
vador. Inspired perhaps by experiences like these, and 
by her own educational experiences as well, Dulany is a 
particularly “warm, loving and patient teacher,” accord-
ing to a former student. “As a child,” Dulany explains, “I 
found school to be an intimidating place where the last 
thing we wanted was to have the teacher know we didn’t 
understand. But it’s important that students see us as be-
ing on the same team because if they protect themselves 
from us, then I can’t help them.” And it’s clear that help-
ing them – and everyone else – is the most important 
thing to this dedicated woman.

SHERRY ALLEMAN
Title I Director
Milford Public Schools
Sherry Alleman is a true multi-tasker. From 

beauty salon owner and mother of three to Title I Direc-
tor for the Milford Public Schools / 7th Grade Read-
ing Specialist / President-Elect of the Nobscot Reading 
Council / author / editor of Primer / frequent keynote 
speaker / (and still mother of three), Sherry lives her 
life in service of the belief that “all students can learn.” 
Sherry, who was inspired to join the educational world 
after being a room parent in her child’s second grade 
classroom, defines herself as a “latecomer to education.” 
Still, as a colleague remarks, “Sherry’s got more experi-
ence in this field than practically anyone I’ve ever met” 
and it’s clear that this world is where she is meant to be.

SANDY BLANES
Director, Center for ELLs Support Services
Cambridge College, Lawrence Campus
Sandy Blanes – teacher of 30 years, mother 

of 8 children, author of the “English in 24 Hours” cur-
riculum – has lived about 9 lives. She’s built an orphan-
age in Brazil; translated parent materials for the Federa-
tion of Special Needs; become an advocate; become a 
trainer of advocates; taught college classes; and devel-

oped the “Ladder to Language” program at Cambridge 
College in Lawrence, MA, which received a $25,000 
ESL Technology Grant from Verizon this past year. But 
while Sandy climbs up her own ladder, the students  
always keep her grounded. “Each student,” she says, “has 
their own life, their own goal, and their own celebration. 
Seeing them in the college classroom…all the effort is 
worthwhile.”

JEAN CANOSA-ALBANO
Manager of Youth and Outreach Services
Springfield City Library
Jean Canosa-Albano is a woman ahead of 

the curve. “She embraced mentoring long before it be-
came the buzz word in the library profession,” says her 
colleague at the Springfield City Library. Manga and 
graphic novels, suddenly all the rage, have been adorn-
ing Jean’s library shelves for over a decade. Indeed, Jean 
has long made it a practice to reach out to new and 
underserved populations, whether by getting grants to 
enhance programming, materials, and book collections 
in other languages; loading MP3 players with books to 
reach teens through their mediums; supporting library 
access for people with disabilities; or developing the 
library’s current slogan – “A Place for You” (and you, 
and you, and you). At Jean’s library, everyone is always 
welcome.

MARTHA JEAN
ABE Teacher
Community Action, Haverhill
Yoga as a teaching tool? Sunglasses in class? 

Pine and vanilla scented pencils for test-taking? Abso-
lutely, says Martha Jean, ABE / ESL teacher and trainer 
extraordinaire from Community Action, Inc. in Haver-
hill. “Atmosphere is important,” she explains. “Students 
do better if they’re stress free.” Martha understands that 
“stress free” is a rare condition in these students’ lives – in 
addition to their hectic worlds, students in adult educa-
tion often suffer from attention difficulties and learning 
disorders. But Martha’s classroom, built in response to her 
students’ lives, is a refuge, a creative home where multiple 
intelligences and different learning styles are all valued 
equally. “Students in my classroom,” she says, “have a lot 
of laughter, a lot of learning, and a lot of success.”

Meet the 2008 Literacy Champions
Literacy Champions 2008  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★ 
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WENDY MANNINEN
Kindergarten Teacher – Manchester  
Elementary School Manchester
“Everybody should have music in their 

lives,” Wendy Manninen declares. But it’s not just a 
grand sentiment; Wendy makes it her personal mission 
to see that statement realized. For decades, she’s been 
leading her kindergarten class in Manchester-by-the-Sea 
with her famous red guitar; directing a touring youth 
chorus entitled La Petite Chorale; and even singing on 
stage with her own country-western music. But it’s not 
simply fun and games. Wendy, who has her students sing 
in French and use sign language, also draws the critical 
connection between music, singing, brain development, 
language acquisition, and confidence. Wendy is a leader 
in many ways, but perhaps none are more important 
than this: last year, a little girl in her class got her own 
guitar – and painted it red, just like Wendy’s.

KRISTEN MCKENNA
Project Director, Advantage Program
Attleboro ABE, Bristol Community College
“There are so many jobs within their own 

lives that they’re already doing,“ says Kristen McKenna, 
speaking of the students in her program. But that doesn’t 
mean she isn’t trying to get them to do another one. 
Participants in the new Attleboro Center ABE Advantage 
Program at Bristol Community College, where Kristen is 
the Program Director, engage in a variety of innovative 
educational and career-oriented opportunities, including 
structured volunteer internships, college transition 
services, and a peer-support Job Club. It’s an intensive 
program with promising results, committed students, 
and an extraordinary leader. “I have enormous respect 
for adults taking a huge leap to come back to education,” 
says Kristen, “and it’s my responsibility as an educator to 
help a person meet their goals at any age.”

LYNNE OSBORN
Volunteer Tutor
English at Large, Acton
When they retire, some people see Florida, 

with its beaches and golf courses. But not Lynne 
Osborn. Lynne sees Acton, Massachusetts. After 30 years 
of teaching science at Middlesex Community College 
(while providing extra tutoring to her struggling English-
language learners), Lynne’s eyes focused only on finding 
a way to pursue her commitment to literacy instruction. 

She settled on English At Large, a volunteer-based 
community organization that provides free tutoring to 
adults.With her dedication to the students, and her drive 
to create and implement volunteer solutions to adult 
literacy challenges, Lynne is one of the organization’s 
most valued members. “Her ideas have opened new 
possibilities for all our volunteers and learners,” says the 
program’s Executive Director. “She has reminded me of 
the power of the individual to change lives.”

SUZANNE PAONE
English Teacher, Grade 8
Holbrook Jr. Sr. High School, Holbrook
“I love books,” says Suzanne Paone, an 

English teacher in her fourth year at Holbrook Jr. Sr. 
High School. “I could just eat books up. So it was hard 
for me at first to understand why kids wouldn’t read 
a short story, let alone three novels.” But rather than 
giving up, Suzanne tried harder, completely reworking 
the curriculum for the novel A Perfect Storm to make it 
interactive, interdisciplinary, student-centered, and skill-
based. It worked. “Even the most reluctant readers were 
engrossed by her curriculum,” says the school’s assistant 
principal, who also praises Suzanne for inspiring other 
teachers through her excitement, commitment, and 
determination. “All I want,” says Suzanne, as she posts a 
student’s work on her classroom wall, “is for my students 
to love learning like I do.”

ANITA M. RODRIGUEZ
Principal – Mary K. Goode Elementary 
School, Middleboro
Most people rely on the term “research-

based” to describe a practice rooted in continuous 
learning, but then, most people are not Anita M. 
Rodriguez. The principal of Middleboro’s Mary K. Goode 
School, Anita settles for nothing less than “research-
inspired.” A teacher for twenty years, a principal for 
the past eight, and a lifelong research-devotee, Anita is 
herself an inspiration to the teachers, students, families 
and colleagues in her community. From the beanbag 
chairs where children read aloud with their beloved 
principal; to the uninterrupted, 120-minute time block 
that teachers have to focus on English/Language Arts 
instruction; to her annual Family Literacy Night, Anita 
makes it her business to create a supportive atmosphere 
for teachers, parents, and students in which literacy and 
learning always take center stage.

Literacy Champions 2008★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  ★  
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2003-2004 Champions

DAWN AVERY 
Teacher 
Mary E. Curley School 
493 Centre St.  
Jamaica Plain, Ma 02130 
617 635-8176 
dawnavery2@aol.com

BETTINA BLOOD 
Literacy Volunteer Coordinator 
LVA-Morrill Memorial Library 
33 Walpole St.                               
Norwood, MA 02062 
781-769-4599 
bblood@minlib.net

ANDREE DUVAL 
Education Program Manager 
Hampden County Sheriff’s Dept. 
627 Randall Rd.                             
Ludlow, MA 01056 
413-547-8000 Ext. 2459 
andree.duval@sdh.state.ma.us or   
a.duval@comcast.net 
www.hcsdmass.org 

JANET KELLY 
Project Manager 
Read/Write/NowAdult Learning 
Pine Point Library  
204 Boston Rd.  
Springfield, MA 01109 
413-263-6839 
jkelly@springfieldlibrary.org

SUSAN KLAW 
Director of Family Literacy 
James Otis School 
218 Marion St 
East Boston, Ma 02128 
617-635-8372 
susanklaw@gmail.com

 

DEBRA KWIATEK 
Reading Specialist 
Joshua Eaton School 
365 Summer Ave.                          
Reading, MA 01867 
781-942-9161 
jkwiatek@comcast.net

BARBARA LINDSAY 
Elementary Literacy Specialist 
& Coordinator - Sheehan School 
549 Pond Street                     
Westwood, MA 02090 
781-769-0103 Ext. 7126 
blindsay@westwood.k12.ma.us 
www.westwood.k12.ma.us/index.
cfm?pid=10212  

DIANE PORTNOY 
Director - The Immigrant  
Learning Center Inc. 
442 Main St. 
Malden, MA 02148 
781-322-9777 
dportnoy@ilctr.org 
www.ilctr.org

EILEEN SEAVEY 
Reading Specialist 
South School 
55 Woburn Street 
Andover, MA 01810 
978-623-8830 
eseavey@aps1.net    
wseavey@comcast.net 
www.aps1.net/sou/ 
 

2005 Champions

JEANNE-MARIE AUBIN 
Teacher 
Community Re-entry Center 
225 High Street 
Holyoke, MA 01040 
413-540-9400 
jmaubin@charter.net

ANGELA AYRE 
Speech- Language Pathologist, 
Learning Disabilities 
Mass General Hospital 
Cambridge, MA 02139 
617-349-4013 
Angelaayre07@gmail.com  

RUTH BERG 
Remedial Specialist 
Cotting School 
453 Concord Avenue 
Lexington, MA  02421 
781- 862-7323 
ruthberg@rcn.com 
www.cotting.org

SHERRY COMERCHERO 
Coordinator 
Merrimack Valley Jewish  
Coalition for Literacy 
59 Margin Street 
Haverhill, MA  01830 
617- 510-5139 
sherrycomerchero@yahoo.com 

ROSANNE DICENSO 
Literacy Specialist 
Somerset Public Schools 
580 Whetstone Hill Road 
Somerset, MA  02726 
401- 782-1212 
dicenso@aol.com

LEI-ANNE ELLIS 
Division Head 
Cambridge Childcare &  
Family Support Service 
51 Inman St. 
Cambridge, MA 02139 
617-349-6203 
lellis@cambridgema.gov 
www.cambridgechildren.org

Contact Information
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ALICE LEVINE 
Family Literacy and Math  
Coordinator 
Boston Excels & Face-to-Face / 
Home for Little Wanderers 
161 South Huntington Ave 
Jamaica Plain, MA  02130 
617- 921- 3512 (Cell) 
alevine@thehome.org

DINA MALDONADO 
Family Literacy Program Coordinator 
Crittenton Hasting House 
10 Perthshire Road 
Boston, MA  02135 
857- 559-2118 
dinam@crit.net 
www.crit.net 

BARBARA KROL-SINCLAIR 
Director 
Intergenerational Literacy Project 
99 Hawthorn Street 
Chelsea, MA  02150 
617- 889-2375 
barbaras@bu.edu 
www.bu.edu/education/ilp/

LYNNE WEINTRAUB 
ESL/Citizenship Coordinator 
Jones Library 
43 Amity Street 
Amherst, MA  01002 
413- 256-4090 
weintraubl@joneslibrary.org 
www.joneslibrary.org 

2006 Champions

MARILYN ANTONUCCI 
Literacy Coordinator for South 
Hadley Elementary Schools  
Plains School 
267 Granby St 
South Hadley, MA 01075 
413-538-5068 
mlanto@comcast.net     
mantonucci@shschools.com

DIANA BARBERO 
Teacher 
Suffolk County Sheriff’s Dept. 
20 Bradston St. 
Boston, MA 02118 
617- 635-1000 Ext. 2144 
dbarbero@scsdma.org

MARGARET BOYKO 
Executive Director ESL 
Top Floor Learning Inc. at  
Palmer Library 
1455 N. Main St. 
Palmer, MA 01069 
413-283-2329 
margaretboyko@comcast.net 
www.topfloorlearning.org

CHAR CAVER 
Teacher – Project Hope 
45 Magnolia St.  
Dorchester, MA 02125 
617- 442-1880 Ext. 20 
ccaver@prohope.org 
www.prohope.org

DONNA CYCZ 
Teacher – Green River School 
60 Meridian St.  
Greenfield, MA 01301 
413- 772-1385 
dcycz@gpsk12.org

SILJA KALLENBACH 
Coordinator, World Education 
New England Literacy  
Resource Center 
44 Farnsworth St.  
Boston, MA 02210 
617- 482-9485 
skallenbach@worlded.org 
www.nelrc.org

JUDY LANGLEY 
Technology Coordinator 
Literacy Program of  
Greater Plymouth 
132 South St.  
Plymouth, MA 02360 
508-830-4260 
litcenter@comcast.net 
http://users.adelphia.net/~litcenter/

CHRISTINE POLK 
Workplace/Volunteer Coordinator 
South Berkshire Educational  
Collaborative 
P.O. Box 508,  
Great Barrington, MA 01230 
413- 528-6263 
CRSPOLK@aol.com

PEGGY RAMBACH 
Resident Teacher/Artist 
The Healing Arts Initiative 
1 Arundel Street  
Andover, MA, 01810 
978-470-2619 
prambach@aol.com 
www.asiancentermv.org  or   
www.massculturalcouncil.org

SONIA WALMSLEY 
Teacher – Brennan Middle School 
320 Rathburn Willard Drive,  
Attleboro, Ma 02703 
508-222-6260,  Ext. 202        
swalmsley@attleboroschools. com 
soniaceron@hotmail.com 
http://bms.attleboroschools.com/ 

2007 Champions

SUSAN BÉCAM 
ESL/ Literacy Program Coordinator 
Newton Free Library 
330 Homer St.  
Newton, MA 02459 
617-796-1364 
legacyforliteracy@minlib.net or 
susanbecam@yahoo.com 
www.newtonfreelibrary.net/Ser-
vices/Literacy/literacy.htm

RONA FLIPPO 
Associate Professor of Education 
Umass Boston - Dept. of  
Curriculum and Instruction 
100 Morrissey Blvd,  
Boston, Ma 02125 
617-287-7635 
Rona.Flippo@umb.edu or  
flipfox@earthlink.net 
www.umb.edu
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DEBBIE GOSS 
Reading Specialist 
Horace Mann School 
224 Oak St 
Franklin, Ma 02038 
508-541-6230, Ext. 2832 
gossdeb@franklin.k12.ma.us or  
r.jross@comcast.net 
www.franklin.ma.us/auto/schools/
horace/

HAYDEE HODIS 
Branch Manager, Literacy  
Coordinator 
Springfield Public Library/  
Brightwood Branch 
359 Plainfield St 
Springfield, Ma 01107 
413-263-6805 
hhodis@springfieldlibrary.org 
www.SpringfieldLibrary.org

ISABEL PHILLIPS 
Specialist in Reading, Language & 
Learning Abilities 
180 Summer St. 
Weston, MA 02493 
781-899-2536 
reading_doctor@comcast.net 

2008 Champions

DULANY ALEXANDER 
ESOL / Technology Coordinator 
Operation Bootstrap 
156 Broad Street, Lower level 
Lynn, MA 01901 
781-599-8543 
dulanyalex@gmail.com

SHERRY ALLEMAN 
Title 1 Director/ Reading Specialist 
Stacy Middle School 
66 School Street 
Milford, MA 01757 
508-478-1180 
salleman@milfordma.com 
www.milfordpublicschools.com

SANDY BLANES 
Director of the Center for English 
Language Learners Support Service  
Cambridge College 
60 Island St.  
Lawrence, MA 01841 
617-230-7391 
sblanes1@aim.com or  
Sandy.Blanes@cambridgecollege.edu 
www.cambridgecollege.edu  
www.sandyblanes.com or    
www.englishin24hours.com

JEAN M. CANOSA- ALBANO 
Manager of Youth and Outreach 
Services 
Springfield City Library 
220 State Street,  
Springfield, MA 01103 
413-263-6828, Ext. 291 
jcanosa@springfieldlibrary.org 
www.springfieldlibrary.org/reading/
teenbooks.html     
www.SpringfieldLibrary.org

MARTHA JEAN 
ABE Teacher  
Community Action, Inc. 
145 Essex St. 
Haverhill, MA 01832 
978-373-1971, Ext. 251 
Marthajean333@yahoo.com

WENDY MANNINEN 
Kindergarten Teacher 
Manchester Memorial School 
43 Lincoln St. 
Manchester-by-the-Sea, MA 01944 
978-526-1908 
manninenw@mersd.org

KRISTEN MCKENNA 
ABE Program Director 
Bristol Community College 
135 County Street 
Attleboro, MA 02703 
508-223-4192 
kmckenna@bristol.mass.edu 
www.bristolcc.edu/Community_
Education/abe/index.cfm

LYNNE OSBORN 
Volunteer 
English At Large 
400 High Street 
Medford, MA 02155 
781-395-2374 
gilyn1961@verizon.net 
www.englishatlarge.com

SUZANNE PAONE 
English Teacher 
Holbrook Jr/ Sr High School 
245 South Franklin St 
Holbrook, MA 02343 
781-767-4616 
suzpok@comcast.net 
www.holbrook.k12.ma.us

ANITA RODRIGUEZ 
Principal 
Mary K. Goode School 
31 Mayflower Ave 
Middleboro, MA 02346 
508-946-2045 
arodrig1@verizon.net 
www.middleboro.k12.ma.us 

MLF

CAROL ANNE CONROY 
President 
Massachusetts Literacy Foundation 
Boston Herald 
One Herald Square 
Boston, MA 02118 
617-619-6555 
cconroy@bostonherald.com
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