


Dear Open Books,

Goethe School is a neighborhood school that operates with a slim trim budget. We find our teachers

generously dig into their pockets throughout the school year to bring new opportunities to their chil-

dren.

This year has been a huge year for our school because of what OPEN BOOKS has given to our chil-

dren. Our fourth through eighth graders have been to the OPEN BOOKS Writing Center to experi-

ence writing and sharing their stories in a Writing workshop atmosphere. Each and every class has

been excited. Upon their return they are all smiles and eager to share what they did and how

the morning went. This is not so typical when children return from educationally based trips. We have

launched writer’s workshop this year and OPEN BOOKS has reinforced the impact of what it means

to be a writer. Our middle school students in 6th, 7th, and 8th grades were enthusiastic and wanting

to know when they were going to return. Your program positively impacted our children. You created a

meaningful experience and furthered our mission to underscore the value and importance of being

good writers.

In addition to the writing program, our first graders have their OPEN BOOKS reading buddies. Each

Monday, you visit and the volunteers read and listen to our children read to them. The students look

forward to Mondays. We operate without many extras. We do not have adults who are available to be

“reading buddies” to our children.

Our school has been deeply touched and enriched by the programs and experiences you have given

us. We hope that your organization continues to get the support necessary to carry on with its mis-
sion. Education does take the village and in Chicago Public Schools, city resources are a vital way we

are able to extend learning beyond the school walls. You have been an important part of a partnership

that has been on the scene making positive impact for children who would otherwise not have the op-

portunities to work with committed adults outside their classrooms.

I thank you for what you have given to us. Chicago needs OPEN BOOKS. We thank you for all you

have given and the ways you have joined with us to educate and enrich our children.

Sincerely,

Barbara J. Kargas
Principal
Goethe School
2236 N. Rockwell St.
Chicago, IL 60647



 
January 29

th
, 2009,  

 

To all interested parties: 

 

This letter is meant to serve as a statement of support for Open Books.  Open Books is an 

organization whose mission is to promote literacy in Chicago and beyond.  Perspectives 

Charter School recognizes the importance of literacy; as a staff, we have worked 

tirelessly to increase our students’ reading levels during school hours.  However, for 

some of our students, 2 periods of reading and English instruction are not enough. We 

have a large disparity of reading abilities in each of our classrooms and many of our 

students need more reading support than we are able to provide.  Because of this, we have 

often sought organizations that can help us provide literacy support; many, however can 

require more money than we have available to us.   

 

During the 07-08 school year, one of our 7
th

 grade classes was able to take advantage of 

the free creative writing workshops that Open Books provides.  A couple of our students 

opened up about deaths in the family and the workshop provided them a creative way to 

explore their feelings about these tragic events. We are grateful that the trained 

facilitators at Open Books were able to provide this opportunity free to our students, who 

would not otherwise have been able to afford creative writing programs. 

 

Because of the above experience at the Open Books workshops, I was excited to hear 

about their Reading Buddies program offered after school to elementary students. The 

staff at Open Books spent time contacting volunteers and coordinated a weekly program 

at our school beginning in October of 2008.  As stated above, many of our students need 

additional support; however, tutoring programs can be very expensive.  Since October of 

2008, some of our most economically disadvantaged families have been able to benefit 

from the homework help and reading assistance that the Reading Buddies volunteers 

provide.  One of our students recently made a thank you note for her buddy: “Thanks for 

volunteering! Thank you for helping us. You are the best! We hope you come back next 

year.”  While simple, this note struck me. Our students need steady, committed adults in 

their lives. Open Books helps us expand the circle of committed adults for our students 

while helping them increase their reading skills. I truly believe that this is what quality 

programming is all about. I cannot express my gratitude enough and hope that this letter 

will help Open Books reach more of Chicago’s youth.  If any additional information is 

needed regarding Perspectives Charter School and/or our programs, please contact me at 

312-604-2194.  Your time and consideration are appreciated. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Kate Cichon 

Program Manager 

Perspectives Charter School – South Loop Campus 



February 4, 2009

6201 S. Stewart Ave.

Chicago, IL 60614

To whom it may concern:

I write this letter on behalf of the Open Books Literacy Program.  I had the extreme fortune of working deeply

with the organization during the last school year, in which my students and I piloted their student publishing

program.  I can truly say that this experience not only molded me as a teacher, but gave an amazing opportunity

to eleven of my students, all talented, yet all products of environments where literacy education may not have

been the largest factor in their rearing years.

I met Stacy, Erin, and Becca one evening in November, when they had invited me and a group of my novelists

to their organization during the National Novel Writing Month.  While my students ransacked their snack area

and chatted loudly in regards to their novels-in-progress, something about my students won over their hearts.  I

received the call from Becca at the beginning of December – they wanted to start a program to publish the nov-

els of the Corliss students.

From December until the end of May, there wasn’t a week that went by in which these phenomenal women and

their brood of equally phenomenal editors, friends, family, photographers, illustrators, graphic designers, etc.

did not affect my students and their overall learning through real-world experience.  After rounds of editing,

tears, excuses, and frantic writing, Open Books had its first round of published student novels and novellas.

And eleven of my students were changed individuals.

Although I have relocated to a different high school in the Englewood community and am now teaching fresh-

man, I would be blessed and honored to work with them again as my students impart on their own National

Novel Writing Month in their junior year.  It is because of this organization that I have such fond memories of

my years at Corliss High School, and such a strong bond with the students from the Young Novelists Club,

many of whom are working on publishing their second novels.  

If any community outreach organization is worthy of such praise, it is Open Books.

Thank you,

Kelli Rushek

Educator, TEAM Englewood High School

Chicago, IL



This has been a very rewarding experience for my students and myself.  
Thank you for the opportunity to heighten my students' self-esteem as writers. 

I will take what I learned and use it in my teaching.  Thank you!

This experience was wonderful for our students. 
I am sure this trip will be remembered as one of their favorite school activities.  

They had fun and probably didn't realize how much they were learning.

Students were engaged throughout, and really seemed to enjoy this experience!

I think this may be the best field trip I've taken part in.  
Every single student was engaged, the writing coaches showed

lots of enthusiasm  and interest in the students, and 
having the kids' work published will make for a lasting impression.  

Can't wait to come back next week!

Thank you for your patience and kindness with my students...
it was wonderful!

I look forward to sharing my experience with other classrooms and teachers.  

This was a great experience for my students.  
Many of them don't like to write but they were all engaged.  

Thank you for a great day!

Great to have a coach at each table so students get personalized instructions.

What a wonderful field trip!  
I am the school librarian and was lucky enough to join grade 7! 

I learned a great amount as well!  Thank you!

Twice each week, Chicago school students 
come to Open Books for a 

prose or poetry creative writing field trip.

These are some of their teachers’ comments
about their experience.

Adventures In
Creative Writing

TEACHERS



Dear Friends,   

There are not enough words, feelings or expressions to begin to say how grateful we are   for the work and

service of Open Books. Thanks to the generosity of Open Books our students are able to enjoy the wonderful

and much needed resources of an entirely new   computer lab. Students spend time setting up email accounts,

searching for jobs, and   learning new skills through interactive reading, phonics, typing and math programs.

Every day our computer lab is opened to both adult and youth in our programs at no cost to them. Our youth are

able to access their school and teacher’s web pages, submitting homework and asking teachers questions about

assignments. Youth also spend time researching and writing book reports.   

We are forever grateful to Open Books and could never repay the selfless dedication  and service they have

provided for us. I wish them every success and they will always be in my thoughts.

Sincerely,

Shane Desautels   

Blue Gargoyle Community Services   

Adult Learning Program Director       
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February 6, 2009 
 
 
Erin Walter 
Literacy Director 
Open Books 
213 W. Institute Place, Suite 305 
Chicago, Illinois  60610  
 
Dear Ms. Walter 
 
It is with great pleasure that I write this letter of support to Open Books in recognition of the 
significant contribution the organization has made to the Chicago literacy community. Open 
Books has introduced spirited energy to this important work, with an inclusive agenda and a 
“can do” attitude. The agency’s model of collaboration and its unique ability to leverage 
resources to take advantage of new and innovative opportunities is refreshing. 
 
We are particularly grateful for the collaboration with Open Books to bring a wealth of literacy 
resources to the students of Schiller Middle School on Chicago’s Near North Side. Open 
Books gave us the opportunity to introduce the 8th grade girls there to the wonderful world of 
literature and poetry. The impact of the program is evident in the poetry anthology the girls 
produced last June and we are happy to be back at Schiller for the 2008-2009 school year. 
 
Literature for All of Us is pleased to be part of the expanding network of organizations and 
businesses Open Books has convened to meet tough challenges in the City of Chicago and 
offer young people opportunities that will help them thrive. We look forward to a long and 
satisfying partnership with Open Books. 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 
 

Karen Thomson 
Executive Director 
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516 North Ogden Avenue, #260 * Chicago, IL  60622 

www.rockforreading.org 

Board of Directors  
 

Officers 
     

Alice Peacock, President 
Singer/Songwriter, 
Recording Artist 
 

Hugh Haller, Executive VP 

President, 
Camping and Education Foundation 
 

Paul Natkin, Vice President 
Nationally Recognized Music Photographer 
 

Tony Bowker, Treasurer 

COO,  
Goose Island Beer Company 
              
Directors 

 
Jim Buske 
Scholarship Administrator, 
University of Wisconsin - Madison 
 

Stephanie Buske 

5th Grade Teacher, Royal Oaks Elementary 
School, WI 
 

Kassie Davis 
Executive Director, CME Trust 
 

Amy Eshleman 
Assistant Commissioner, Strategic Planning 
and Partnerships Chicago Public Library 
 

Rich Gentile 
President, Tempo Communications 
 

Scott Jessee 
Application Development Manager 
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Jeff Leshay 
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Career Education Corporation 
 

Brad Moore 
General Manager,  
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Recruiting Manager, ADP  
 

Jennifer Scott 

Fund Development Manager 
Society of Women Engineers 
 
Ralph Senst 
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IBM 
 

Cyndi Solitro 
Corporate Promotions Professional 

 

 

Rock For Reading leverages the power of rock to inspire literacy – 
motivating and empowering people to enrich their lives through 
reading. 
 

 
February 5, 2009 
 
To Whom It May Concern, 
 
We are writing this letter to express the value and impact that Open Books’ 
relationship with Rock For Reading (R4R) has had since our partnership began in 
2007.  We at R4R believe that there is incredible synergy between our 
organizations – a deep commitment to Chicago, literacy for all and giving back to 
our community. 
 
There is tremendous need to impact literacy in our communities.  Little that people 
learn is as valuable in their daily lives as reading. Reading matters in the world of 
work, citizenship, and our personal lives. Whether dealing with the Internet, a 
newspaper, computer manual, or a novel, reading is essential and will continue to 
grow in importance.   
 
Our partnership with Open Books makes our voice louder in creating awareness 
and expands our resources to fight the rising trend of illiteracy.  To date, R4R has 
raised over $2 million through monetary and book donations, which has allowed us 
to support over 100 community organizations, Chicago public schools and Big 
Shoulders schools through a combination of monetary and book grants.   
 
Open Books reached out to introduce itself to R4R, as it did with many of the 
literacy and reading programs in the Chicago area.  That initial meeting led to a 
successful partnership in what is now called “Sort-a-thons.”  R4R began its book 
grant program in 2007 when we received a 50,000 book donation from Wiegl 
Publishers Inc. Shortly to be followed by additional donations from Learner 
Publishing and Child’s World to name a few of our partners.  At R4R we wanted to 
make sure that these books got to the right people and places in a way that made 
sense and worked for them.  Open Books had the space and we had the books 
and as a team developed a method of getting these new books into the hands of 
kids throughout the area that would otherwise go without.  Open Books was vital in 
getting the word out, recruiting volunteers and making each event a positive 
experience for all. As they do with all of their partners, Open Books shares their 
talent and resources with R4R without hesitation.  With the support of its staff and 
leadership, Open Books supports R4R, Chicago and the community organizations 
striving to make it a better place for all of us.  
 
Feel free to contact me for further information on the impact that Open Books has 
on Rock For Reading, our community and actively participating in our vision to 
create a community of readers and a community of dreamers. 
 
Regards, 
 
 
Jennifer Scott 
Board Member 
Rock For Reading 



February 8, 2009

To Whom It May Concern:

I am writing in support of grant funding for Open Books, which I consider to be a very worthwhile and impressive
organization.   We partner with the same Chicago Public School which Open Books does, Schiller School.  They
provide a wonderful, rewarding experience for many of  our volunteers, who love reading books with 3rd graders
each week at Schiller.  The volunteers have been so excited to see the students improve their reading skills and also
develop a love of books and reading.  It is a very effective and inspiring program.   The staff and volunteers at Open
Books whom I have worked with have all been very dedicated and great with both the students and the volunteers.
Erin Walter came to speak at Sinai to help motivate our volunteers to get involved at Schiller and has helped make
our program there a success.  Everyone at Sinai was very delighted by her enthusiasm.  Open Books also brought a
great reading garden to the school and arranged for the book mobile to visit.   Their plan to open a book store to
support their literacy efforts is a great one and deserves your support.  

Open Books is making a big contribution to literacy in Chicago and I highly recommend them for a grant award.
Feel free to contact me if you have any other questions about this fine organization.

Best Regards,

Debbie Shepard
Social Action Coordinator
Chicago Sinai Congregation
(312) 867-7000 ext. 224



I can truly attest to the remarkable organization that Open Books is. Partnering with them on our events and
literacy initiatives has been one of the best decisions I’ve made since starting with the Tribune. By providing hard
working and professional volunteers for our Printers Row Lit Fest they not only assisted in producing one of our
most successful events we’ve had to date but they also helped us mend a relationship with one of our top sponsors,
Barnes & Noble. Prior to coming to the Tribune I produced events for the non-profit community in New York
City so I say with experience that the passion and energy they bring to everything they touch is like no other I’ve
ever witnessed.  ~  PACTT has had the immense pleasure and good fortune to work with Open Books for the last
two years. We are an agency that serves adults and children with Autism. Our programs focus on community
involvement and citizenship. It can be very challenging to find meaningful volunteer and community opportunities
for this underserved population. Open Book has made this possible for all of the people in our programs through
an outstanding project. PACTT has been collecting books from the project to scan for an online book company
and sort for their up and coming store. Our individuals have greatly benefited from this project. They are learning
many valuable skills and gaining much to add to their resumes. We make a weekly trip to the Open Books
warehouse and spend the rest of the week scanning and sorting. These tasks have enabled us to assign appropriate
tasks to individuals with narrow skill sets. All of our individuals find success in these tasks and feel great about
themselves and the contribution they are making to the community with Open Books. In addition to the expected
benefits of our partnership with Open Books, we have found an unexpected surprise. Some of our non-reading
individuals love to listen to books being read. The instructors have been reading aloud to the group and it has
become a special and unusually quiet time of their week. It is very pleasurable for them to choose an age appropriate
book to listen to and study through various related activities.PACTT looks forward to a long lasting and productive
relationship with Open Books. It is our hope when the store is opened that there will be more opportunities to
work together. Our agency is presenting our annual Work of Heart award to Open Book at our February gala.
Their contribution to the happiness and sense of self worth to our individuals has bee invaluable. We are very
grateful to have them as a community partner. Please feel free to contact me at any time to further discuss the
outstanding qualities of Open Books.  ~  We were so excited this past year to become acquainted with Open Books!
Our first experience with Open Books was at Printers Row Bookfair, where Barnes & Noble handled the book
signings for over 100 authors over the two day event. The Open Books volunteers assigned to help us were amazing!
They were professional, dependable, friendly and incredibly hard workers. They made our time at Printers Row
easier than any previous year in which we had participated. When we found out about the non-profit bookstore
that Open Books will be opening, and their need for merchandise, we were happy to donate our leftover items
after our various clearance sales. The Open Books staff was happy to pick up the merchandise directly from our
stockroom, and we were thrilled that the merchandise that would have otherwise been discarded was able to help
such a worthy organization, which in turn will benefit the children of Chicago. In November of 2008, Open Books
held a fund-raising (and profile-raising!) bookfair at our store. The staff and volunteers of Open Books arranged
several very fun events for the children in our community, including face-painting and book-making. The
volunteers also raised funds for Open Books by gift-wrapping purchases for our customers. We are honored to be
a friend and partner of Open Books and look forward to working with them again in 2009!  •  Star Farm, a Chicago
company that creates children’s books, has had reason to be impressed with the Open Books organization since
2007.  They have a uniquely inclusive model that supports reading and literacy among children and adults, both
literate and illiterate, English speakers and English learners, inside schools and out in the community. They bring
a wealth of ideas to the serious business of encouraging reading and writing. We have experienced their efficiency
and enthusiasm on the many occasions that they’ve encouraged us to donate our titles, volunteer for events and
come to fundraisers. They have applied business principles to the task of running a cause-related organization—
and consequently have provided themselves with a steady revenue stream and a talented management team. With
a small staff, they appear to be ubiquitous -I see them at book fairs, on the rainiest days  -they show up to haul off
boxes of titles - they run events in book stores - they present live readings by youthful poets - they keep my inbox
perking with news of events and proud accomplishments.  I’ve been so impressed that I’ve agreed to personally
join their Advisory Board.  They support so many people and organizations that they deserve our support, too.
I’ve added mine, and encourage you to add yours.

“I CAN TRULY ATTEST TO THE

REMARKABLE
ORGANIZATION
THAT OPEN BOOKS IS.”

COMMUNITY PARTNERS
L E T T E R S  F R O M









 

 

 

Colleen Fahey 

SVP Marketing  

Star Farm Productions 

1946 N. Mohawk 

Chicago 60614                       Letter of recommendation for OPEN BOOKS 

 

Dear Sir or Madam: 

 

Star Farm, a Chicago company that creates children’s books, has had reason to be impressed with the 

Open Books organization since 2007.   

 

They have a uniquely inclusive model that supports reading and literacy among children and adults, 

both literate and illiterate, English speakers and English learners, inside schools and out in the 

community. 

 

They bring a wealth of ideas to the serious business of encouraging reading and writing. 

 

We have experienced their efficiency and enthusiasm on the many occasions that they’ve encouraged 

us to donate our titles, volunteer for events and come to fundraisers. 

 

They have applied business principles to the task of running a cause-related organization—and 

consequently have provided themselves with a steady revenue stream and a talented management 

team. 

 

With a small staff, they appear to be ubiquitous: 

    -I see them at book fairs, on the rainiest days 

    -they show up to haul off boxes of titles  

    -they run events in book stores 

    -they present live readings by youthful poets 

    -they keep my inbox perking with news of events and proud accomplishments  

 

I’ve been so impressed that I’ve agreed to personally join their Advisory Board.  They support so 

many people and organizations that they deserve our support, too.  I’ve added mine, and encourage 

you to add yours. 

 

All my best wishes, 

 

 

Colleen Fahey 

SVP Marketing 

312 451 7150 



 
 

 
Friday, February 6. 2009 
 
 
Becca Keaty 
Open Books 
213 W. Institute Place, Suite 305 
Chicago, IL 60610 
 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
I can truly attest to the remarkable organization that Open Books is. Partnering with them on our 
events and literacy initiatives has been one of the best decisions I’ve made since starting with the 
Tribune. By providing hard working and professional volunteers for our Printers Row Lit Fest they 
not only assisted in producing one of our most successful events we’ve had to date but they also 
helped us mend a relationship with one of our top sponsors, Barnes & Noble.  
 
Prior to coming to the Tribune I produced events for the non-profit community in New York City so 
I say with experience that the passion and energy they bring to everything they touch is like no 
other I’ve ever witnessed. 
 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
Haley Schaefer 
Sponsorship Marketing Manager 
Chicago Tribune 
 
   
 



As a librarian working in a small public library, I am passionate about the importance of literacy. While researching
volunteer opportunities, I was delighted to discover Open Books and its dedication to literacy. Now, as a regular
volunteer for Open Books, I am thankful to be part of an organization that has such an incredible impact on the
people of Chicago. The staff at Open Books spreads its message of literacy awareness in unique ways. In September,
I volunteered to help at the Open Books’ booth at the Renegade Craft Fair. Among the items being sold were
birdhouses, candle holders, and envelopes, all handcrafted by Open Books’ staff members from the images and
text from discarded books. It is through its presence at events such as the Renegade Craft Fair (and the 27th Ward’s
Stay in School Picnic, the Pitchfork Music Festival, the Printers Row Book Fair, etc.) that Open Books cements
itself as an institution that cares about more than literacy: it also cares about the city of Chicago and its residents
and culture. Open Books’ relationship with Chicago can be observed through its actions. Open Books often
partners with other Chicago-based organizations, such as the Chicago Reader and the Active Transportation
Alliance, to create or participate in events to raise literacy awareness. Weekly Reading Buddies programs are held
in schools located throughout the city, stretching from the south side to the north side. In 2009, Open Books aims
to open Chicago’s first nonprofit bookstore and literacy center. Accomplishments such as these serve as an
inspiration to the literacy community, both in and out of Chicago. As a volunteer for Open Books and a resident
of Chicago, I appreciate the ways in which Open Books enriches this great city and the lives of those who live here.
I am especially grateful to be a part of it.  ~  I have had the pleasure of volunteering through Open Books at
Kingsley Elementary in Evanston, IL. As part of Open Book's Reading Buddies program, I meet with two students
from Kingsley every Thursday and help them get through short stories that may pose some difficulties. I also offer
assistance with some of their writing assignments. From my experience, I've come to appreciate just how important
a literacy organization like Open Books is. The students I work with lag somewhat behind their classmates in
reading ability and I am not sure that they get enough much needed individual attention in the classroom. When
we meet on Thursdays, I am able to focus all of my efforts onto them. Whenever they struggle with a word, I am
ready to provide encouragement and support. As a result, I think my "buddies" have become more competent and
confident readers. Perhaps as important are the relationships I have developed with the students. After talking
with them, I've learned that their circumstances do not afford them much interaction with positive role models.
I'd like to think that through my time with them each week, the students gain a trusted friend who can offer
valuable life lessons and broaden their perspectives. I am not alone. Several fellow members of a student
organization at Northwestern University volunteer with me and share my feelings about Open Books. Invariably,
they report that volunteering with Open Books has been among the most rewarding experiences of their lives.
They relish the chance to make an impact in a young child's life and feel that because of Open Books they have
been able to do just that. I am very confident in saying that Open Books has the right people and possesses the
right vision to significantly improve not only the level of literacy in the greater Chicago area but also the quality
of life for many of its residents, both volunteer and otherwise. Its value to the community and its potential to grow
are beyond estimation. I urge you to support Open Books. It will not be in vain.  ~  I am writing to express how
impressed and appreciative I am of the work Open Books is doing in the Chicago community. Having moved here
recently in search of meaningful work in the field of education, I have spent a great deal of time exploring
organizations that are creating learning opportunities for youth and their families. It didn’t take me long to discover
that Open Books was doing this and so much more! When I came in to meet with you to learn more about your
organization, I was excited to experience such creativity, passion, and enthusiasm around me, both in the space
Open Books has created, as well as the staff’s efforts. There was a real sense of commitment to literacy for all ages,
and even more importantly, a feeling of true innovation to fulfill this mission. I knew immediately that I wanted
to get involved. While it has been more challenging than I had hoped to find the kind of job I am passionate about,
I have been encouraged by my volunteer work at Open Books. Working with students to develop and support
their writing experience has given me the chance to put my talents to use, and made me feel like this period of free
time in my life has had more purpose. But perhaps what is more meaningful to me is that I have been able to learn
from the students. Coming into a new community with the hopes of addressing issues of education can be
particularly difficult. But working directly with the students gives me a deeper and more valuable person-to-person
perspective. So I want to thank you for that opportunity, and for offering the same to so many other volunteers.

“VOLUNTEERING WITH
OPEN BOOKS HAS BEEN AMONG

THE MOST
REWARDING
EXPERIENCES OF OUR LIVES.”

VOLUNTEERS
L E T T E R S  F R O M





February 4, 2009

Erin Walter

Open Books 

213 W. Institute Place, Suite 305

Chicago, IL 60610

Dear Erin,

Thank you for the opportunity for me to participate in Open Books Reading Buddies program. I am immensely

proud of the work Open Books does for the Bucktown community, the students, and local volunteer residents

such as myself.

I am a newly minted attorney searching for employment in the public sector (hopefully as a prosecutor!). Open

Books provides me with a wonderful opportunity to provide a useful service to our community.  I enjoy my

weekly time with my two buddies. I am so excited to see how much they learn and progress with their reading

skills.  I can’t wait to see what books my buddies will chose each week. I smile when I see selections that I

fondly remember from my childhood. I am eager to see the new children’s stories that my buddies find so grip-

ping that they read an extra ten minutes a night to finish the chapter.  

I am grateful I volunteer for Open Books. I look forward to each week to see my buddies. The program is a

tremendous benefit to myself, to my buddies, and our community. 

Thank you,

Amanda Rubel Portes 



AnnA PiePmeyer

3744 N. Wayne Ave #3

Chicago, IL 60613

To Whom it May Concern:

Open Books is an asset to the Chicago community.   I have been an intern with the organization

since October 2008, and never have I encountered a more organized, practical, and dedicated group of

people.   What is unique about the team at Open Books is that they are also dreamers.  If one person has

an idea, everyone else rallies around how to execute it.   And execute it they do: with grace, precision, and

through-the-roof positive results.

It’s hard to pick out one or two experiences to focus on.  When I first began my internship, I went

down to Perspectives (one of our charter schools) to help with the Reading Buddies program there on a

Monday afternoon.  As we were leaving, some kids (not part of our program) were coming down the

stairs, and yelled “Hey! Open Books! I remember you guys!”  They had taken a creative writing workshop

more a year previously, and were still excited about the experience.

I was also one of the Reading Buddies at Goethe Elementary, a school in Logan Square.  The school

has an incredibly diverse body of students, many of whom come from low-income families.  Many of the

students I’ve encountered there have few or no books of their own at home.  I met with Diane, a second

grader, every week.  At first, she was shy, but slowly, she began to open up and tell me about her life and

her family.  For Christmas, we brought the students some books to take home for break.  When I saw her

again after the holidays, she told me that had taken the book home, and asked her mom to read it with

her.   She was so excited to see me, to show me how much progress she’d made: she could practically read

the whole thing by herself!  Before, she had needed help with nearly every other word.

These are the kinds of imprints that Open Books makes on students.   Not only does the organiza-

tion help kids with their reading and writing skills, but rather, they implant an enthusiasm inside of stu-

dents that makes them want to read more, to keep going, to learn of their own accord.    Open Books has

the rare gift of speaking to people on their level, and showing them that reading is truly contagious.

Thank you,

Anna Piepmeyer



February 3, 2009

Erin Walter

Open Books 

213 W. Institute Place

Suite 305

Chicago, IL  60610

Dear Erin,

Let me take this opportunity to let you and the others know at Open Books how impressive to me your growth & scope

has become over the past couple of years.  As a volunteer who works in only one area of your many-faceted programs,

but as an office neighbor, I have the chance to see a lot more of the Open Books’ activities than most.  And I am struck by

the energy & dedication every one of the people at Open Books exhibits every day.  

I volunteer in the Reading Buddies program at Schiller School, and I have seen the program become an important aspect

of school life for many kids.  Most of them would rather read than go to school-sponsored breakfast!  We always ask—did

you have a chance to eat?   And sometimes they say yes, even when they have not—just to get to the fun of a book &

someone to read it with.

Last year I read with a little girl who didn’t seem to be all that interested in what we were doing.  So I was very happy to

have her recognize my face in September, & seek me out to read with her every Friday.  She has retained some of the

phonics we worked on last year, and is becoming a reasonable reader for her grade level.  Best of all, she & I have a

friendship that is based on learning a skill that will serve her forever.

The value and significance of Open Books programs goes far beyond personal experience and the important but ulti-

mately mechanical skill of being able to read.  With reading & literacy, basis for communicating, advancing ones intellec-

tual life, being able to express oneself, comprehending a world larger than oneself—all of the factors so essential to the

fully realized human being—how in the name of wisdom can we doubt the value of the programs that Open Books so cre-

atively makes available to those who might otherwise fall behind?

Thank you for the opportunity to work in a small way with you on this essential charge to give as many kids a possible the

chance to succeed.

Sincerely yours,

Ann Ayres

AYRES STEINMETZ, LTD.



2 February 2009

To Whom It May Concern:

Literacy and education are powerful forces in empowering young people and helping to break the cycle of
poverty.  I have worked with young students all over the world, and watched how even the opportunity to go to
school could bring a smile to a child’s face.  The power to read and write can change a child’s life.  Reading, but
more specifically literacy, is a passion of mine, and I feel that my vocation is to work to eradicate illiteracy.

I interned with Open Books during the summer of 2008, and it was an excellent compliment to my graduate
work in nonprofit management and policy analysis.  While I learned new and polished old management skills,
my most important lessons came from the children I served. Open Books opened my eyes to the multitude of
problems facing much of Chicago’s population, and showed me how everyone can have a hand in helping to
address these problems.

Most of my work was done at Schiller Elementary School in the Cabrini Green neighborhood. Once a week,
Reading Buddies volunteers would read with their students, and the students would be held captive by the
multitude of worlds books offer.  I remember reading with Richard who wanted to try to read everything by
himself, and would become very excited when he sounded out a word correctly.  There was also Joseph, who
loved hidden picture books, and would rush through the stories on the pages so he could hunt for the hidden
pictures.

Countless children, interns and volunteers have been affected in a positive way by Open Books.  With support,
Open Books can expand its programs and continue to serve those that need it the most by eradicating illiteracy
and in turn building stronger, safer communities.

Sincerely,

Becky Eisinger
raeising@indiana.edu



February 5, 2009

To Whom It May Concern,

As a volunteer since the Spring of  2007, it pleases me very much to write a letter in support of

Open Books. At the time I was in search of  volunteer opportunities in the Chicago area and

happened upon a story about a new literacy nonprofit in the Chicago Reader, now a partner of

Open Books.

Since my initial experience volunteering with Open Books at the Chicago Reader Book Swap,

I’ve witnessed the organization grow from a few enthusiastic individuals with a passion for

literacy to a bustling hive of  nonprofit activity. I’ve witnessed the volunteer base grow from a

dozen-odd fresh faced young Chicagoans to scores of  teachers, artists, students and professionals

from every demographic and neighborhood in the city. The great changes I have witnessed in

the few years I have been a part of  this organization have come about through the dedicated

efforts of  the Open Books founders and their passion for literacy.

Our new administration recently issued a call for Americans to volunteer in their communities;

Open Books is a perfect example of  a nonprofit organization that presents citizens the

opportunity to answer that call in a meaningful way. Many in the greater Chicago have lost or

are in danger of  losing their jobs in the coming months; programs like Open Books’ We Write

Writing Workshops for adults offer a unique opportunity to enrich and expand the working

experience of  both volunteers and workshop participants.

I am very proud of  my association with Open Books and hope to be more closely involved with

their programs in the following years. Any and all prospective donors, volunteers, or

participants would be well served by any investment with this fantastic,

passionate, and professional nonprofit.

Sincerely,

Colin Harris



February 2, 2009

To Whom It May Concern:

As a librarian working in a small public library, I am passionate about the importance of literacy. While

researching volunteer opportunities, I was delighted to discover Open Books and its dedication to

literacy. Now, as a regular volunteer for Open Books, I am thankful to be part of an organization that

has such an incredible impact on the people of Chicago.

The staff at Open Books spreads its message of literacy awareness in unique ways. In September, I

volunteered to help at the Open Books’ booth at the Renegade Craft Fair. Among the items being sold

were birdhouses, candle holders, and envelopes, all handcrafted by Open Books’ staff members from

the images and text from discarded books. It is through its presence at events such as the Renegade

Craft Fair (and the 27th Ward’s Stay in School Picnic, the Pitchfork Music Festival, the Printers Row Book

Fair, etc.) that Open Books cements itself as an institution that cares about more than literacy: it also

cares about the city of Chicago and its residents and culture. 

Open Books’ relationship with Chicago can be observed through its actions. Open Books often partners

with other Chicago-based organizations, such as the Chicago Reader and the Active Transportation

Alliance, to create or participate in events to raise literacy awareness. Weekly Reading Buddies programs

are held in schools located throughout the city, stretching from the south side to the north side. In 2009,

Open Books aims to open Chicago’s first nonprofit bookstore and literacy center. Accomplishments

such as these serve as an inspiration to the literacy community, both in and out of Chicago.

As a volunteer for Open Books and a resident of Chicago, I appreciate the ways in which Open Books

enriches this great city and the lives of those who live here. I am especially grateful to be a part of it.

Sincerely,

Heather Colby



10 February 2009

To whom it may concern;

I’m a new Open Books volunteer. But in just a few weeks with the organization, I can see the positive

effect it is having on every child — and grown-up, too — who steps through its doors or attends one of its

programs.

There are so many stories of kids learning not only the simple mechanics of reading and writing through

Open Books, but also the joy, excitement and wonder that literacy brings. Here’s just one: During a recent

Open Books prose-writing workshop, I sat with a group of sixth graders from a public school on Chicago’s

North Side. Nearly every child at the table had learned English as a second language. And all struggled a bit

getting their thoughts on paper. 

One shy girl told me about the sad day when she had to leave her grandma in Vietnam to come to Chicago.

We talked about what made her grandmother so special and all of the wonderful time they spent together.

With just a little coaching, the student turned out a moving personal essay. I praised her and urged her to

read it aloud for the group, but she was too timid to raise her hand.

I could tell, though, that she was beaming and so very proud of her work. I peeked at her comment card

and she wrote that this had been the best field trip ever.

I would urge you to fund this wonderful nonprofit program, to ignite the passion for reading, writing and

self-expression in countless young people.

Thank you,

Heather Sennett



February 11, 2009

To whom it may concern,

From the age of five, till the time I was about eleven, I lived next door to a public library. Every
day after school, and all day on the weekends, my sister and I would ride our Big Wheels the full 100
feet to it’s doors and escape within the library’s thousands of books at our disposal. Having this experi-
ence in my childhood; being able to see the endless possibilities that like can allow us through chil-
dren’s stories, travel books, biographies, magazines, and countless other reading materials is what gave
me the confidence, curiosity, and drive to continuously learn from the world around me. Because of
my exposure to literature at a young age, and encouragement from my teachers and parents to read
and write, a world of opportunity has opened up to me as I have been able to attend an excellent Uni-
versity, traveled Europe and studied at Cambridge, became a High School English teacher, and am cur-
rently preparing to doing work for the Peace Corps.

The importance of Literature (reading and writing) at a young age is invaluable; this is one of
the messages that I believe Open Books strives to convey, and a view that we both have in common. I
am a new volunteer  at the Open Books Non-Profit Organization and have been deeply impressed with
the amount of enthusiasm, professionalism, and determination with which the staff and volunteers ap-
proach the wide variety of programs that are offered. These people are, without a doubt, dedicated to
the development  of creativity within a student and strive to provide the tools that are necessary to do
so. Open Books also allows children to express themselves through their Creative Writing programs by
providing a safe and supportive learning environment. This learning environment is facilitated by staff
and volunteers whom are qualified to help students pull together their previous knowledge and pair it
with imagination to create a work that is both original and personal to them. Working with the chil-
dren also promotes healthy relationships and valuable social interactions that both students and vol-
unteers can benefit from.

In today’s society, over-qualified and highly-educated professionals from all different educa-
tional backgrounds are finding themselves in need of organizations that will provide opportunities to
continue practicing and using their skills. Open Books supports those individuals who are in transi-
tional phases in their lives, people who love to share their interest of reading and writing, and any-
body who wishes to influence and inspire children in a positive manner. Personally, Open Books offers
an opportunity for me to keep working with students in my area of expertise until I leave for a teach-
ing job in Central Asia in the summer, while still allowing me time to have an additional job and pre-
pare for moving. The Creative Writing program also gives me an opportunity to spend time with
children in an educational and fun way!

Open books allows opportunities for everyone involved, most of all, the children located in un-
derprivileged areas who may not be offered the chance in their daily lives.  Because  of the way that I
grew up and the opportunities that were allotted to me, it is my passion to find ways to give children
the same chance.  I believe that Open Books follows a similar philosophy, and with government fund-
ing,  the non-profit organization can extend their literacy programs and open a world of opportunity
to every child it reaches every child deserves the exposure to all different forms of literature and the
world of possibilities it can lead to. 

Thank you for your time,

Jessica King
Open Books Volunteer 



The ad said Open Books was a literacy organization looking for volunteers.  I had benefited
from reading all of my life and I was looking to volunteer.  It was a good match.  It was, however,
a cold morning in Chicago and I was tired from the workweek. The cold fired up exhaustion
and it skated over my good intentions, but I figured it was warm inside and my fatigue would
melt.  Wrong.  The heater hadn’t yet coated the room with warmth.  At least there were books
inside and the coffee was good.  

The reason we were in that warehouse was to count the books donated to Open Books for or-
ganizations and schools.  In a corner there were pallets of boxes.  There were thousands of
books inside the boxes.  I was beginning to wonder if good intentions weren’t enough but I
didn’t wonder for long.   Stacy, Becca and Erin, the Open Books staff at that point, stood before
40 volunteers, at least one of whom had doubts.  They said the books were going to children
all over Chicago, to children who not only need the books because their school couldn’t afford
them but who actually want the books so they don’t fall behind. As they spoke something hap-
pened. Maybe it was the caffeine.  It probably had more to do with the determination and belief
and love those women had for their mission.  Whatever it was, my doubts got a whupping.
The militia of volunteers sprang out, marched towards the boxes and made piles of them.  The
piles had names like Schiller Elementary and Headstart, names that meant children were going
to be reading soon, children who were going to be thinking, learning, laughing, weaving their
stories into my life, just as they have done with  Stacy, Becca and Erin.  

I didn’t yet know these books, books I had never read, were going to deeply impact my life.
The Open Books vision didn’t complete itself until I met Lemuel, one of the children who ben-
efits from Open Books’ programs.  He is my Reading Buddy.  We, along with his classmates
and other volunteers, get together in a classroom at his school and read.  The Reading Buddy
program is a chance for children to read one-on-one with an adult at least once a week and is
a chance for adults to share their love of books.  The first time I heard Lemuel read I was re-
minded of that cold morning, of the Open Books ladies’ vision. Open Books wants every child
in Chicago who longs for a book not only to have a book but also to have someone with whom
to share it.  So there I was, from skeptic to believer, listening to a child read a book.  Becoming
part of the Open Books story.  Becoming part of Lemuel’s story and him becoming part of
mine, because while Open Books is about bringing literacy to Chicago and beyond, it is also
about going beyond literacy.  It is about writing a story about staff members, volunteers, chil-
dren, adults, and the rest that is infused with passion and hope and love, a story, a living book,
meant to be read, shared by and to inspire others.  

Sincerely,

Juan Perez



February 5, 2009

To whom it may concern:

I would like to explain what Open Books means to me and why I consider it to be an important part of

my life as well as the lives of others.  When I first heard about Open Books I was pleasantly surprised.  I had

been looking for an organization similar with no such luck for quite some time.  I immediately jumped at the

opportunity to become a volunteer with their creative writing fieldtrips.  Since then I can honestly say things

could not be better.  

Open Books makes an extreme impact on students and their families in underserved areas.  I know

because I experience it first hand.  Every time the children walk into Open Books there is a sense of

excitement and anticipation for what lay in store for them.  Sometimes it takes the children a little bit of time

to start writing but once they do they travel down a path of endless opportunities.  It’s surprising to me how

trusting the kids are when deliberating what to write about.  They tell me all sorts of stories; whether it is

about the day their grandmother died or the day they got their first pet.  When they finish their stories they

are given the option to get up in front of the class and read their story aloud.  There is no finer moment than

this.  To watch these kids read their stories aloud with a look of accomplishment on their faces is priceless.  I

realize that many of these children do not have many opportunities such as Open Books and I’m proud to be

a part of it.  

Open Books brings a sense of excitement to children.  We teach kids that reading and writing is fun

not scary and sometimes embarrassing which is a common stigma associated with literacy these days.  It’s

a form of expression and a way to release feelings that you sometimes don’t know you have.  I wish there

were an organization similar to Open Books when I was growing up.  I believe we are helping change

children’s lives for the better.  Even if there are children who don’t necessarily find what we do enjoyable, at

least they know that reading and writing will always be there for them. 

All other points aside, Open Books is a fantastic way to teach people to become volunteers

themselves.  I believe there are many children’s lives affected by what we do and hopefully we have made a

big enough impact to inspire them to become volunteers someday.  No matter what these young minds will

create in the future they will know that people helping people is a big part of success!  I can’t wait to continue

my path with Open Books and am excited for what the future holds.

Sincerely

Katherine Graham 



January 29, 2009

To Whom It May Concern,

I have been volunteering with Open Books since January 2008 and am honored to write a letter

of support on their behalf. I first started volunteering with them as a book buddy at Schiller

Elementary, looking to fill extra time I had while working at home. After starting as a Thursday

afternoon book buddy, I began to see the impact Open Books was having on the students and

expanded my volunteer time to Friday mornings and Friday afternoons. 

The power of Open Books and their passion to further literacy with these inner city children is

amazing. The students at Schiller always look forward to the time they spend with their reading

buddy. I am always amazed that when I am at the school for other functions, the kids will run up

to me and ask when they get to read with their Open Books buddy. I will never forget the last

day of school 2008 when I read with my reading buddy and he was able to complete a Bernstein

Bears book without any of my help. When I first started working with him in January, the

thought of even reading a Bernstein Bears book was beyond comprehension. The consistency and

encouragement Open Books was able to provide to him helped tremendously. I am still reading

with this same buddy today and relish in the enjoyment that we are able to bring to these

children each week.

Starting last spring I was able to volunteer at the Writing Workshops that Open Books hosts as

well. The way the workshop leaders and volunteers work with the children to encourage them in

expressing their self in their writing makes a large difference. Many students I have worked

with said they have learned something new at these field trips and enjoyed the time they spent

writing even though they may not have previously enjoyed it. The atmosphere that is provided to

the students when they are able to come to the Open Books office for these field trips has a

positive effect on their interest in writing.

After being laid off last year, I was able to expand on the amount of time I volunteered with

Open Books. The time I spend with the Open Books staff and the students they reach out to are

some of the most rewarding moments I have encountered since being laid off. 

The experiences I have at the workshops and at reading buddies highlight my work-free week

and always give me something to look forward to. I am honored to be a volunteer with this

outstanding organization. 

Sincerely,

Kelly Zuurdeeg



2/11/2009

To Whom It May Concern:

As a former volunteer and Literacy intern, I can safely say that it Open Books is one of the most

organized, energetic, and innovative places I have ever come across. As Chicago’s first non-profit literacy

bookstore, Open Books holds a unique place in the literacy landscape of our city. Not only this, but Open

Books uses all of its available resources to maintain a strong network of partners. I have had wonderful

experiences working with students and their families all throughout Chicago, and I personally have never seen

a happier or more energized corps of volunteers. 

Open Books approaches literacy action with organization, precision, and optimism. In every step of

the process, the directors and employees maintain direct, personal contact with the volunteers to keep them

well-informed and ensure that they are having an overwhelmingly positive experience. This is one of the most

amazing things about this organization – the directors are always accessible and full of optimism, and this

energy is extremely contagious. This spirit of Open Books has renewed the city’s literacy –action landscape.

In addition to maintaining wonderful relationships with its volunteers, Open Books has extremely

strong connections with the rest of the literacy organizations in the city. The directors and employees go out

of their way to make sure that any person with a literacy question can be connected with someone who can

help them, even if they are looking for a service that Open Books does not provide itself. Other literacy

organizations also look to Open Books to provide connections and resources, and thus Open Books has

emerged as a major force for connection in Chicago for both underserved citizens and other literacy

organizations. 

The volunteers that Open Books has attracted are completely in line with Open Books’ values: they are

determined, optimistic, well-informed, and have a genuine desire to help their fellow Chicagoans.  As a

Buddies Site leader, I have had direct , consistent contact with a group of volunteers. They are ready and

willing to help in our literacy mission, and have always reported having wonderful experiences tutoring with

Open Books. Many of them go on to volunteer with Open Books in other capacities, like events, book fairs,

and field trips. 

Open Books is a completely unique organization, and it has re-energized the literacy action

community in Chicago. It always approaches the people it serves with the utmost respect and care, and this

energy has made it a wonderful place to work and to volunteer. The underserved Chicagoans that we interact

with are vibrant, driven, and full of possibility, and Open Books always reflects those same values back to the

people  it serves. 

Sincerely yours,

Marie Elliott



Marko Duric

401 N. Wisner

Park Ridge, IL 60068

To whom it may concern:

I have had the pleasure of volunteering through Open Books at Kingsley Elementary in Evanston, IL.

As part of Open Book’s Reading Buddies program, I meet with two students from Kingsley every

Thursday and help them get through short stories that may pose some difficulties. I also offer assistance

with some of their writing assignments. From my experience, I’ve come to appreciate just how important a

literacy organization like Open Books is. The students I work with lag somewhat behind their classmates

in reading ability and I am not sure that they get enough much needed individual attention in the

classroom. When we meet on Thursdays, I am able to focus all of my efforts onto them. Whenever they

struggle with a word, I am ready to provide encouragement and support. As a result, I think my “buddies”

have become more competent and confident readers. 

Perhaps as important are the relationships I have developed with the students. After talking with them,

I’ve learned that their circumstances do not afford them much interaction with positive role models. I’d

like to think that through my time with them each week, the students gain a trusted friend who can offer

valuable life lessons and broaden their perspectives. 

I am not alone. Several fellow members of a student organization at Northwestern University volunteer

with me and share my feelings about Open Books. Invariably, they report that volunteering with Open

Books has been among the most rewarding experiences of their lives. They relish the chance to make an

impact in a young child’s life and feel that because of Open Books they have been able to do just that. 

I am very confident in saying that Open Books has the right people and possesses the right vision to

significantly improve not only the level of literacy in the greater Chicago area but also the quality of life

for many of its residents, both volunteer and otherwise. Its value to the community and its potential to

grow are beyond estimation. I urge you to support Open Books. It will not be in vain.

Respectfully,

Marko Andrew Duric



2/4/09

Dear Reader,

I have been associated with Open Books for a year now, and all I have is positive things to say

about the organization.  Open Books provided me with a much needed stepping stone into the

professional world after college.  I worked as a literacy intern for five months, and the responsibilities

that I was given provided me with the experience and confidence necessary to aspire towards and

begin on a meaningful career path.  I now work right around the corner from Open Books in The

Newberry Library’s Center for Renaissance Studies.  As is clear from my choice of pursuits, I am

interested in books, and find my work at the Newberry very fulfilling.  I was lucky to land this job just

as the economy started showing signs of decline.  I thank Open Books for helping me find

meaningful employment despite the economic climate.

Since the conclusion of my internship, I have continued volunteering with Open Books.  I am

very busy, but the volunteer work with Open Books is important to me.  I have been able to develop

relationships with kids in my community with whom I normally wouldn’t come into contact. The

thoughtful Open Books programming develop mutually beneficial relationships between child and

adult.  It’s amazing the effectiveness of the simple routine of sitting down and reading with a kid

once a week.  I find from chatting with my fellow volunteers that these sentiments are very common.

Open Books is an innovative organization whose work in the field of literacy is highly beneficial

to local communities in the Chicago area.  I know that the organization has ambitious goals, and

from what I’ve heard their plans for the coming year are very exciting.  My association with Open

Books has been highly beneficial to me, and I hope to continue my involvement for a long time.  It is

a wonderful organization with a bright future, and I give it my full endorsement.

Sincerely, 

Max Barry



Melissa Carpenter
1157 W Grace St. Apt. 3S

Chicago, IL 60613

February 3, 2009

Erin Walter
Literacy Director
Open Books
213 W. Institute Place, Suite 305
Chicago, IL 60610

Dear Erin, 

I am writing to express how impressed and appreciative I am of the work Open Books is doing in the
Chicago community. Having moved here recently in search of meaningful work in the field of
education, I have spent a great deal of time exploring organizations that are creating learning
opportunities for youth and their families. It didn’t take me long to discover that Open Books was
doing this and so much more!

When I came in to meet with you to learn more about your organization, I was excited to experience
such creativity, passion, and enthusiasm around me, both in the space Open Books has created, as well
as the staff’s efforts. There was a real sense of commitment to literacy for all ages, and even more
importantly, a feeling of true innovation to fulfill this mission. I knew immediately that I wanted to get
involved. 

While it has been more challenging than I had hoped to find the kind of job I am passionate about, I
have been encouraged by my volunteer work at Open Books. Working with students to develop and
support their writing experience has given me the chance to put my talents to use, and made me feel
like this period of free time in my life has had more purpose. But perhaps what is more meaningful to
me is that I have been able to learn from the students. Coming into a new community with the hopes
of addressing issues of education can be particularly difficult. But working directly with the students
gives me a deeper and more valuable person-to-person perspective. 

So I want to thank you for that opportunity, and for offering the same to so many other volunteers. I
am continually impressed with all the work Open Books does, and I see a strong presence across the
city. It is thrilling to witness such a dynamic and diversified effort to bring awareness and action to
literacy issues. I look forward to getting involved with many more of your programs!

With great gratitude,

Melissa Carpenter



Mollie Franklin

Internship Essay

Fall 08

An Ode to Open Books

“Literacy skills are life skills – intrinsically linked to work and

health, poverty and crime – so Open Books aims to provide fun, caring

readers and engaging, unforgettable books where they are needed most. To-

gether with volunteers, we can help build a healthier, happier Chicago,

one child at a time.” (Open-Books.org).

Just write, just write, I keep telling myself, over and over again.

Be honest and keep writing, whatever it takes, don’t stop.  My entire se-

mester has revolved around the very idea of not stopping, dashing at a

pace equivalent to that of a Chicago Marathon skilled runner.  I am

sweaty, tired, muscles ceasing up from the quick pace and everyone around

me is just throwing cups of water in my face telling me to wake up, keep

going, don’t slow down.  But I thought this was a marathon, not a sprint?

Either way I have made it to the finish line in one semester’s time, funny

how fast life seems when we finally sit down to write about the journey.

This semester has been one of epic proportions.  Despite the fact that I

am writing on three hours of sleep, two-iced chai’s, and a pack of gum, I

seem pretty clear and coherent.  I am thinking back now to all those rest-

less nights I spent up later than the street of Chicago, turning over on

to my side wondering how I would ever begin to describe my life now, if

anyone asked.  Ironically enough it is now, when I have no limits on my

writing whatsoever, that I can’t find the right words to say.  

Well let’s start somewhere familiar, something completely new to me this

year but something I have quickly learned that I could not live without,

Open Books.  No, not wide open books sitting in my lap waiting to be read,

although I couldn’t quite live without those either and the thought of

cracking a good book right now seems all too tempting (I strongly envy the

skinny brown haired girl sitting across from me, head buried in Twilight,

oh to be back at book one again, and my obsession continues).  Anyway,

back to Open Books, my internship and newly found home away from home.

From the moment I walked into the warm and friendly office of all things

books I knew I had to be a part of whatever it was they were doing.  It

was one of those moments where I could see my life flash before my eyes,

my future all around me from the bright blue, pink and red colored walls

to the shelves upon shelves of literature, it was intrinsically exciting

to my every sense.  Even now when I think back to my first day at Open

Books, my first day as an intern, I get goose bumps.  Maybe one day I will

be able to look back and say, “see, here is where it all began”, if I

should be so lucky.

Open Books Ltd., is a nonprofit bookstore, literacy community center,



and volunteer corps dedicated to raising awareness about illiteracy, im-

proving reading skills, and spreading the love of books in Chicago and be-

yond.  During my 15 wonderful weeks as a part of this organization I have

taken on roles such as volunteer coordinator, composer of well thought out

emails, writing coach, reading buddy, reading mentor, and friendly intern

who is always a little too happy about coming into work.  The skills I have

attained through assuming these many roles simply cannot be measured.  I

feel like I have been shown the path to my inner most passions, and I am

now determined to follow where they lead.  

My first weeks on the job consisted of me gushing to my mom about hav-

ing my photo and bio on the website and blog, while simultaneously waiting

on pins and needles for my first official assignment.  It was week two when

I was introduced to Schiller Elementary, the site where I would co-lead a

group of 17 volunteers in a program called Reading Buddies.  To know more

about Reading Buddies, one would first need to know more about Schiller.

Schiller Elementary is located within the heart of Cabrini Green.  The

school has been around for decades and to the bare eye it looks antique.

Inside the walls of Schiller School students struggle, their reading and

writing scores some of the lowest in all Chicago Public Schools.  Open

Books very soon realized that Schiller is where its presence was and still

is needed most.  Getting enthusiastic volunteers involved with this reading

project seemed to be the easy part, it was getting the students to respond

positively that proved to be the initial battle.

When I first entered Schiller I harbored many mixed feelings.  I was

anxious, nervous, all the while being oddly excited.  I wanted these stu-

dents to see me as a mentor and friend, and most of all I wanted them to

benefit from the one-on-one time and attention that I, and the rest of my

volunteers were willing to give.  Week one was definitely a learning expe-

rience.  The students overpowered my passive-aggressive nature and taught

me that next time I would have to be a lot firmer with my instructions to

get the response I wanted.  With time and much reflection on the mistakes I

had made previously, I began to get in a grove.  Soon I gained the students

respect, and I willingly gave that respect back in return.  This groove was

the fruits of a positive working routine where the students anticipated

timing and familiar faces.  I began to see the real affects of my work dur-

ing the 10th week.  I watched closely as every buddy pair, volunteer and

student, read quietly at their seat.  I was touched by the smiles on their

faces and their eagerness to read anything they could get their hands on.

The goal of the program became very clear to me as I watched both volunteer

and student work in tandem, scaffolding each other into higher realms of

learning.  The relationship that student and volunteer were building to-

gether was what successfully prompted students to read more, read better,

and read with confidence. The students at Schiller have touched my heart,

as gushy as that seems it is all too true.  I think about them even when I

am not there, wondering how I could give to them anymore than I already

have.  At the end of the day I bring them home with me, this internship



teaching me more about myself, others, and all the ways in which one can

give. 

Along with Reading Buddies, I also acted as a writing coach and mentor

during our Creative Writing Field Trips.  The Field Trips consist of a

class of students from many different public schools joining us at our of-

fice in River North, for a workshop in creative writing.  During each

workshop we guide the students through a series of reading and writing

prompts in hopes to inspire and encourage them to write stories of mean-

ing.  After the students are given 45 minutes of writing time they are

welcomed to share their stories at the front of the class.  After the stu-

dents leave it is the lovely job of an intern like myself to read and type

up what they have written.  Later, we compile all of their stories into

colorful books with photos and send each one of them a copy to keep and

reflect on. From teaching perspective, individual copies of student work

is a proven tool that makes learning real and concrete. 

Sitting at a table of blossoming authors I began to see and feel the

pressures of what it is like to guide students through skills they have

barely explored.  My first weeks as a writing coach consisted of trial and

error.  Every class of students was different and every table of writers

had different personalities and abilities.  I worked mostly with what I

knew I could do well, act and inspire.  I would use silly offbeat tech-

niques to get students to tap into things that really interested them.

Once they supplied an interest I could encourage them to write.  It took

me about two weeks to realize that most of the students were extremely in-

timidated by the blank page that sat in front of them.  Finding a place to

start proved to be one of their most visible difficulties.  To counter

this, I would suggest that they start with a moment of contact, or the mo-

ment of the story where the action is taking place.  The students re-

sponded well to it, seeking out action, dialog and descriptive words every

chance they could get.  Other students felt more comfortable going with

the, “today I did this” approach, which was fine as well.  As long as they

were writing, we were happy.  The beginning of success starts with that

very phrase I have repeated all semester “write, just keep writing.”  As I

sat with a group of students at the most recent writing workshop, I of-

fered up this question to solidify the idea that an authors job is never

finished, “So...what happens next”?  I am asking myself that same ques-

tion, even today.  

I will always be grateful for all of the time and effort I have put

into my internship at Open Books.  It has been a grand adventure, a hum-

bling privilege and a career catalyst in an ever-changing economical soci-

ety. I will also be equally as grateful for the many mentors I have had

along the way.  Without the fantastic and awe-inspiring staff of Open

Books, my dreams would still be just that, dreams. Their eagerness, com-

passion and unyielding drive to spread a love of reading throughout the

city of Chicago and beyond has proven over and over to be vivaciously con-



tagious. The Open Books staff heroically battle illiteracy while still

managing to be devoted teachers, caregivers and friends.  It is vividly

evident that the inner workings of this organization are the people who

modestly and passionately make it their life goal to see teenagers,

adults, volunteers and the rest of the million residents of Chicago Illi-

nois, read and succeed.  They are every great adjective I can think of,

followed up by many exclamation marks.  They are the real power behind

used books, because they empower the rest of the world to care.  

This internship, these people and this place, have given new meaning

to my education, my aspirations and my future. Any path I willingly choose

in the next year will be a direct result of the first door I ever opened

that I didn’t want to close, the door that led to Open Books.      



Thank you for what you taught me. Now every time I write or read a story I think of you guys. Thank you also for
giving us the blank books. Overall, thank you for brightening up my life. ~  I really had a good time that day. I felt
like I really had a career in writing stories. I wish I can come back because I wrote like I never did before. Thank
you again for all your help.  ~  A good day was that I came to Open Books, and I’m here having fun. I’m having
fun because people are reading and getting good at reading.  ~  Thank you for helping us find how we can be such
good writers. I also would like to thank you all for letting us go expressing ourselves in writing. I learned a lot at
Open Books. I learned that when you read, you read with feeling.  ~  I'm so appreciative of how you invited the
7th grade to Open Books. I am thankful for what you have given to us. You have taught me and my class the
importance of how we write and read books. Thank you and I hope I can see you all again.  ~  Thank you Open
Books for: Letting us have fun. Letting us past the door. Allowing me to express myself. Telling us that a sad, bad,
and happy, crazy can bring the good out of us. Letting me write about something and not being embarrassed.  ~
Thank you for what you taught me. Now every time I write or read a story I think of you guys. Thank you also for
giving us the blank books. Overall, thank you for brightening up my life. ~  I really had a good time that day. I felt
like I really had a career in writing stories. I wish I can come back because I wrote like I never did before. Thank
you again for all your help.  ~  A good day was that I came to Open Books, and I’m here having fun. I’m having
fun because people are reading and getting good at reading.  ~  Thank you for helping us find how we can be such
good writers. I also would like to thank you all for letting us go expressing ourselves in writing. I learned a lot at
Open Books. I learned that when you read, you read with feeling.  ~  I'm so appreciative of how you invited the
7th grade to Open Books. I am thankful for what you have given to us. You have taught me and my class the
importance of how we write and read books. Thank you and I hope I can see you all again.  ~  Thank you Open
Books for: Letting us have fun. Letting us past the door. Allowing me to express myself. Telling us that a sad, bad,
and happy, crazy can bring the good out of us. Letting me write about something and not being embarrassed. ~
Thank you for what you taught me. Now every time I write or read a story I think of you guys. Thank you also for
giving us the blank books. Overall, thank you for brightening up my life. ~  I really had a good time that day. I felt
like I really had a career in writing stories. I wish I can come back because I wrote like I never did before. Thank
you again for all your help.  ~  A good day was that I came to Open Books, and I’m here having fun. I’m having
fun because people are reading and getting good at reading.  ~  Thank you for helping us find how we can be such
good writers. I also would like to thank you all for letting us go expressing ourselves in writing. I learned a lot at
Open Books. I learned that when you read, you read with feeling.  ~  I'm so appreciative of how you invited the
7th grade to Open Books. I am thankful for what you have given to us. You have taught me and my class the
importance of how we write and read books. Thank you and I hope I can see you all again.  ~  Thank you Open
Books for: Letting us have fun. Letting us past the door. Allowing me to express myself. Telling us that a sad, bad,
and happy, crazy can bring the good out of us. Letting me write about something and not being embarrassed.  ~
Thank you for what you taught me. Now every time I write or read a story I think of you guys. Thank you also for
giving us the blank books. Overall, thank you for brightening up my life. ~  I really had a good time that day. I felt
like I really had a career in writing stories. I wish I can come back because I wrote like I never did before. Thank
you again for all your help.  ~  A good day was that I came to Open Books, and I’m here having fun. I’m having
fun because people are reading and getting good at reading.  ~  Thank you for helping us find how we can be such
good writers. I also would like to thank you all for letting us go expressing ourselves in writing. I learned a lot at
Open Books. I learned that when you read, you read with feeling.  ~  Thank you for what you taught me. Now
every time I write or read a story I think of you guys. Thank you also for giving us the blank books. Overall, thank
you for brightening up my life. ~  I really had a good time that day. I felt like I really had a career in writing stories.
I wish I can come back because I wrote like I never did before. Thank you again for all your help.  ~  A good day
was that I came to Open Books, and I’m here having fun. I’m having fun because people are reading and getting
good at reading.  ~  Thank you for helping us find how we can be such good writers. I also would like to thank
you all for letting us go expressing ourselves in writing. I learned a lot at Open Books. I learned that when you
read, you read with feeling.  ~  I'm so appreciative of how you invited the 7th grade to Open Books. I am thankful
for what you have given to us. You have taught me and my class the importance of how we write and read books.
Thank you and I hope I can see you all again.  

“YOU HAVE TAUGHT
ME AND MY CLASS
THE IMPORTANCE OF
HOW WE READ
AND WRITE BOOKS.”

STUDENTS
NO T E S  F ROM



I'm so appreciative of how you invited the 7th grade to Open Books. I am thankful for what you
have given to us. You have taught me and my class the importance of how we write and read

books. Thank you and I hope I can see you all again.

I love this, it's a way for every student to learn that they have something like a talent!  I want to
come back again!

Thank you for what you taught me. Now every time I write or read a story I think of you guys.
Thank you also for giving us the blank books. Overall, thank you for brightening up my life.

It was fun. I read aloud (something I almost never do)!

Thank you Open Books for: Letting us have fun. Letting us past the door. Allowing me to express
myself. Telling us that a sad, bad, and happy, crazy can bring the good out of us. Letting me write

about something and not being embarrassed.

This place is very cool and a lot to learn.

Thank you for helping us find how we can be such good writers. I also would like to thank you all
for letting us go expressing ourselves in writing. I learned a lot at Open Books. I learned that when

you read, you read with feeling.

Best Field Trip ever.

I really had a good time that day. I felt like I really had a career in writing stories. I wish I can come
back because I wrote like I never did before. Thank you again for all your help.

I had lots of fun.  I wish I could come again and stay longer. When do we come back?

I really like this trip because I showed people my story and I feel good.

Today it was the best day of the week!

I loved the poems that I wrote.  The writing coach helped me with ideas.

I had a good time and I expressed my feelings in some poems.

It made me feel like I can make a good story.

Twice each week, Chicago school students 
come to Open Books for a 

prose or poetry creative writing field trip.

These are some of their comments
about their experience.

Adventures In
Creative Writing

STUDENTS
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