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Volunteers fill literacy gap in Spanish speaking D.C.
 
Members of the Latino community are struggling to address the problem of adult illiteracy 
among D.C.’s Spanish speakers. 
 
Mario Gamboa is an accidental teacher. The former bank employee had never taught anything 
when he discovered that the two Guatemalan employees at his painting and gardening business 
couldn’t read the notes he had been leaving for them. Seven years later, he finds himself still 
leading classes, and now a non-profit, to address the problem of adult illiteracy among the 
Spanish speaking community in the D.C. area.
 
“For me it was unbelievable,” says Gamboa, who came to the U.S. from Peru in 2002, “to know 
that there are people in the United States...that can’t read or write, in their own language. Wow. 
It surprised me.”  And his employees were equally surprised he says, when he offered to teach 
them. 
 
“I’m not a teacher,” says Gamboa, “I studied business administration in Peru and worked in 
banks.” But he scoured bookstores for materials and gathered his new pupils in his basement 
apartment, inviting them to bring any interested friends. Two soon became four became six 
became eight. When he had to reassure his worried landlady that all these men were just there 
for reading classes, he says, he started to think about finding a bigger space. 
 
Gamboa’s search brought him to Our Lady Queen of Americas Catholic church on California 
Street. Classes in English as a second language had been given there since the 90s (now 
run by an independent non-profit called Language ETC) but Gamboa says they were initially 
resistant to the idea of teaching Spanish. 
 
“It’s not necessary to teach Spanish,” Gamboa says he was told, “What for? People are here in 
the United States they just need to learn English. Why Spanish?” 
 
Other community leaders and educators agree that the pressures to focus only on English are 
strong, and even counter productive. “What’s being reinforced is learning English, learning 
to read and write in English. That takes priority over anything else,” says Susana Martinez, a 
teacher at the Next Step charter school, which focuses on students, ages 15 to 24 whose first 
language is Spanish. 
 
“[Students] think that if they go right into English it will be faster, but it’s not,” says Susan Evans, 
Next Step’s principal, who emphasizes the need for native language literacy in order to fully 
acquire a second language. 



 
Back in 2003, on his own, Gamboa made this argument to the community at Our Lady Queen 
of the Americas, he says, and convinced them to let him use a room there. After his fist nervous 
announcement about the class at mass  –  “I had never spoken in public like that before” – 
attendance rose to 24. 
 
Gamboa’s classes have since moved on to different facilities, but community leadership at the 
church supports the idea. “If you facilitate education in the mother tongue, the jump to English is 
going to be much easier,” says father Roberto Cortes.  “Anyone who says otherwise is foolish.”  
 
The effects of adult illiteracy on the education of the younger generation also concerns 
Gamboa, Cortes, and others in the community. 
 
“Not all, but many of the parents don’t have the chance to sit down with their children and do 
their homework,” says Cortes. “Sometimes they call me - yes! - to help them with homework 
over the phone!”
 
Since one priest is no match for an entire congregation’s elementary school homework, the 
church provides a program called You Reach, on Saturday mornings, to tutor children ages 8 to 
12. The program, says Cortes, which is in English, aims to provide the support that children are 
unable to get at home.
 
This support for the younger generation was the card Gamboa played in 2005 when he 
approached the Latin American Youth Center about providing classroom space for his older 
students, who are 40 to 50 years old on average. “If a young person goes home, and mom 
doesn’t know how to read or write, how is she going to help this young person?” Gamboa says 
he asked them. After a brief survey of the literacy skills of their young members’ parents, they 
realized Gamboa was on to something, and granted him the space. 
 
The Youth Center is now just one of six current locations in D.C. and Maryland where Gamboa 
and 15 volunteer teachers attend to 140 students. Classes are now divided into three levels, 
says Gamboa, to account for the varying degrees of schooling students may have had. 
 
In September the organization officially formed as non-profit under the name CENAES or 
Centro de Alfabetización en Español (Center for Literacy in Spanish). Gamboa hopes that it’s 
new status will help secure funding for the classes, which up until now has been sporadic.
 
As part of an expanding mission, Gamboa says he tries to address the family problems illiteracy 
can create beyond struggling with homework. “I can tell you of experiences where the child 
knows their own parent can’t read and [says] ‘If you don’t know how to read or write, what can 
you teach me?’ That’s harsh. That’s hard. ...That’s why their self esteem is really low.”
 
This insecurity affects more than just family relationships, says Cortes, describing a sort 
of “hypersensitivity” and defensiveness among those who need literacy basics. “This type of 



people takes everything very personally, it makes it difficult for them to work.” 
 
Combining literacy classes with broader support is then essential, says Gamboa, explaining why 
his classes also offer talks about “self-esteem”, “positivity”, and “strategies for success.”
 
“These people have suffered many abuses, a lot of deceit, marginalization,” says Gamboa, 
explaining why his students, and their dedication, are so special to him. “I tell students that now, 
they should worry about themselves. They’ve worked their whole life for their children.”
 
Nicolas Arnal, who teaches one of the two adult Spanish literacy classes for the mainly English 
oriented non-profit, Language ETC, says his students, like Gamboa’s, have varying motivations, 
including reading with their children, but mainly they just think “it’s something they should know.”
 
Eugenio Canales, 58, a student in Arnal’s class, explained his situation, saying that in his home 
country of El Salvador “there were problems, and we couldn’t go to school. It was far, and there 
were fears...So that’s why we’ve come here to see if we can improve our writing.”
 
His classmate, and wife, Salvadora, 56, says of her first month of class “It’s difficult, but I have 
to learn it. I’m keeping at it.”
 
The Canales speak of the little things they will be able to do such as filling out paperwork, and 
putting the proper dates on forms. Eugenio says that at their age they’re not thinking of doing 
anything big, but that it’s important that “we don’t stay like that, like we were before.” 
 
In a simple reflection of the drive for self improvement that would make Gamboa, Arnal, or any 
teacher proud, Eugenio added “to be living in this world, we too have to create something.” 
 
 
 
 
 


