
2011 Spotlight on Achievement and Spotlight on Service Winners 
 
Secretary of State Jesse White along with Dennis DeRossett, executive director of the Illinois 
Press Association, presented awards to 11 outstanding adult learners and 10 volunteer tutors at 
the annual Spotlight on Achievement and Spotlight on Service Awards ceremony in May.  Adult 
learner winners received $200 from the IPA Foundation, a plaque and a personalized Illinois 
Blue Book.  Volunteer winners received $200 for the literacy program where they tutor as well 
as a plaque and a personalized Blue Book.   
 

Spotlight on Achievement Winners 

 
Standing left to right: Dennis DeRossett, executive director, Illinois Press Association; Joanne 
Corwin (accepting for Willie Davis, De La Salle/Tolton Center, Chicago); Charles Williams, The 
Literacy Council, Rockford; Edward Whitt, Frontier Community College, Fairfield; Jacki Sprinkle 
(accepting for Lucia Virrueta, Instituto del Progreso Latino, Chicago); Carla Terry, YWCA Pekin; 
Secretary of State Jesse White. Seated left to right: Candace Turnipseed, De La Salle/Tolton 
Center, Chicago; Shellie Higley, Sauk Valley Community College, Dixon; Mu Lei, Black Hawk 
College, Moline; Mylan Nguyen, Township High School District 214 Community Education, 
Arlington Heights; Eric Shenarult, Prairie State College, Chicago Heights. 
 
Adult learner winners’ stories: 
 
Willie Davis, De La Salle Tolton, Chicago 
 



As a teenager, Willie attended four different high schools.  Although he stayed out of gangs, the 
violence and drugs surrounding him made it difficult to get an education. Since the gangs 
wouldn’t leave him alone, he feared for his life.  Finally, in his senior year, he dropped out. But 
he went on to attend a trade school and, with that certificate, he began permanent work.  He 
also got married and, for thirteen years, his work supported his wife and daughter. When the 
plant closed, he found another job for several more years.  Unfortunately, he had to take early 
retirement from that job because of his lack of education.  His confidence was at an all time low 
when he found the adult education program at De La Salle Tolton.  Now he is learning 
vocabulary he never knew and understanding books he never could read.  Because he is 
dedicated to attaining his goal, he maintains exemplary attendance, has a great work ethic and 
shows a respectful attitude.  He is a role model, a mentor and even a tutor to other students.  
With his improved reading skills, he was able to participate in his church’s Annual Men’s Day.  
With his perseverance, he was able to take the GED on April 30. Once he gets his GED, he will 
look for another job and continue his education at the college level.   
 
Shellie Higley, Sauk Valley Community College, Dixon 
 
When Shellie began working with her tutor, she hung her head low.  She was embarrassed to 
be 40 and to need tutoring to achieve her goal of earning a GED.  When she began tutoring, 
she read with her index finger, following along and skipping words she didn’t know.  In less than 
a year, she was reading smoothly, clearly and with excellent comprehension.  Now when she 
comes to a word she doesn’t know, she is able to break down the syllables to figure out the 
word.  She often reads auto mechanic manuals – and they can be difficult.  She used to feel bad 
when her sons asked her for help and she couldn’t help them.  Now, when they come to her 
with a question, she can help.  She has pushed through her embarrassment, when someone 
happens to see her working with a tutor, she holds her head high.  Once she gets her GED, she 
and a friend want to open a tutoring site for children who need help with school work.  Her 
dream has turned into an attainable vision for the future.   
 
Mu Lei, Black Hawk College, Moline 
 
Mu Lei was born in Burma where she was orphaned very young.  When she was ten, Burma 
erupted in civil war and her village was burned to the ground.  Her grandmother grabbed her 
and they ran for their lives.  For two days they traveled till they reached a refugee camp in 
Thailand.  They lived in that camp for twelve years before being approved to come to the States.  
Before coming to the US, she had only finished third grade.  But after working with her tutor for 
a few months, Mu improved her English so much that she was asked to provide translation 
services for local social service agencies.  She works part-time translating, refusing pay 
because she is happy to be able to help others.  She has set a goal to get her GED after one 
more year.  She also plans to get a job once her young sons are older.  Mu goes above and 
beyond to contribute in a positive way to her new country, striving to learn all that she can every 
day. 
 
Mylan Nguyen, Township High School District 214 Community Education, Arlington 
Heights 
 
When Mylan arrived in America from a Vietnamese refugee camp, she spoke no English.  But 
when she began tutoring with the Read to Learn program in 1998, she began to learn.  Her first 
job was cleaning houses and as her English improved, she was able to get a better job.  When 
she passed her US Citizenship exam, she was able to get a job with United Airlines. She 
worked there for 20 years before retiring.  Still Mylan wanted to improve her reading so she 



could read to her granddaughter.  Last fall she was placed with a volunteer tutor, Marian Hall. 
Marian soon suspected that something was wrong with Mylan’s hearing.  With Mylan’s 
daughter’s permission, she set up an appointment with an ear, nose and throat specialist and an 
audiologist who diagnosed Mylan’s severe to profound hearing loss.  Mylan’s son had died 
suddenly eight years ago, and the shock had caused Mylan to lose her hearing.  Because of her 
hearing challenges, she knows that it is more important than ever for her to be able to 
communicate and write in English.  Although she has many family obligations, Mylan always 
finds the time to read, write and prepare for her weekly class. Mylan is determined to succeed.   
 
Hugo Romero, Literacy Volunteers DuPage, Naperville 
 
Hugo completed the 6th grade in Mexico before immigrating to the United States.  But in the US, 
his very limited English held him back at work, prevented clear communication with medical 
providers and meant he could not help his children with their homework.  After ten years in the 
United States he was increasingly frustrated by his lack of language skills, so he contacted 
Literacy DuPage for help.  He was matched with a tutor who was able to accommodate Hugo’s 
irregular work hours.  Hugo has shown exceptional dedication and perseverance in learning 
English.  Despite long work hours and many family responsibilities, he has improved his position 
at work, provided a home for his family and supported his children’s school work.  At the Annual 
Recognition Luncheon last year, Hugo told his story.  He ended his speech by saying “Now any 
door is open for me and I have a better future for my family.”  
 
Eric Shenarult, Prairie State College, Chicago Heights 
 
Eric began using drugs at the age of fifteen.  For the next 25 years he suffered from addiction 
and severe depression.  He married, but his wife left him after fifteen years.  His life began to 
turnaround when he put his faith in God. He slowly began to overcome his addictions and 
depression.  When he sought help from the literacy program at Prairie State College, he 
focused on improving his math and writing skills and working towards getting his GED.  He 
consistently improved his basic literacy skills.  When he started in the literacy program, Eric was 
unemployed.  He is currently employed on a full time basis in the health care field.  Eric 
completed the last step of his journey when he proudly received his GED certificate last May.  
Now that he has achieved his primary goal, he plans to attend Prairie State College’s Heating, 
Ventilation, Air Conditioning, & Refrigeration program this fall.  Learning to read has allowed him 
to dream again. 
 
Carla Terry, YWCA Adult Literacy, Pekin 
 
As a child, Carla was diagnosed with a learning disability complicated by mental disorders that 
she now controls with medication.  She was placed in special education classes.   Carla’s focus 
has always been academic with goals of completing workbooks, reading entire books, 
increasing her test scores and ultimately getting her GED.  She is meeting these goals as well 
as developing new ones.  She works with her tutor on language, spelling and math and she is 
succeeding.  Her successes have had a major impact on Carla’s confidence, on her 
interpersonal abilities and on her life skills.  She is more independent, cheerful and outgoing.  
Although she lives independently, she relies on her mother for transportation.  Carla has 
outstanding support from her mother and from her dedicated tutor, Becky Price, a 2009 
Spotlight on Service Award winner.  Recently, when her tutor could not attend the New Readers 
for New Life conference with her, Carla bravely went by herself. She has grown enough to 
attend the adult learner book discussion group and is even a regular speaker at the tutor 



training workshops.  She can pay her bills, balance her check book and is working on a savings 
account. Carla’s life has changed.   
 
Candace Turnipseed, De La Salle Tolton, Chicago 
 
About nine years ago, Candace found out she was pregnant. That’s when she started to turn 
her life around, with her grandmother’s help.  She gave up the drug scene and little by little she 
began making changes.  In her first year at the Tolton Center, she suffered the loss of both 
grandmothers and a brother.  With her improved communication skills she was able to help her 
mom with the arrangements, the paperwork and the phone calls.  She is now a responsible 27 
year old living in the same house and taking care of her eight year old daughter, four younger 
sisters, three younger brothers and her mom.  Candace helps her own child and her seven 
brothers and sisters with their school work.  With her improved reading, she is able to sing in the 
choir at church, help with the homeless shelter program, and read to other people.  Candace is 
a very different person; one who has a burning desire to succeed.  Coming to school has 
allowed her to gain a wider view of the world outside her community. She does not allow her 
past to dictate her future.  Candace took the GED test in March and passed!  She plans to 
continue her studies in Construction and Automotive Engineering.  With hard work and 
dedication, anything is possible for Candace. She is becoming the woman she always wanted to 
be.   
 
Lucia Virrueta, Instituto del Progreso Latino, Chicago 
 
A formal education was not available to Lucia in her small farming village in Mexico.  She came 
to the United States in search of more opportunities and has devoted herself every day to 
furthering her education.  When she arrived, she did not know how to read or write in her native 
language.  She seized the opportunity to attend Spanish literacy classes and pre-GED classes 
in math and science.  She was able to get her driver’s license and then she went on to study for 
the citizenship test.  She passed her citizenship exam in English after months of hard work and 
preparation.  Now she is studying to improve her English.  Her improved English has helped her 
in her home healthcare job. As she grows more confident and independent, she is exploring her 
new city of Chicago.  In addition, she is a strong voice for women who want to escape abusive 
marriages.  She is a good example of hope for all adults who want to learn. 
 
Edward Whitt, Illinois Eastern Community Colleges, Fairfield 
 
Edward was diagnosed with dyslexia and a seizure disorder as a child.  He struggled through 
school, frustrated and impatient with himself and others.  But he did not give up. He went on to 
earn an associate degree in auto body repair.  However when his daughter was born, he 
wanted to be able to read to her.  It has been an uphill battle towards this goal for Edward. But 
he has persisted and increased his reading abilities by three grade levels.  As his reading skills 
climbed, his self-confidence soared.  Edward is a hands-on person who often helps repair 
mechanical things. With his improved reading, he can now read manuals to learn more about 
machines. Through the excellent support and modeling of his tutor, Eunice Golden, a Spotlight 
on Service winner, Edward has persevered and continues to make progress in reading. His next 
goal is to take college classes, possibly in graphic design, and then to find full-time employment.  
He is not afraid of hard work. He puts every effort into learning new things.  Now he not only 
reads to his daughter, he also helps her succeed in school.   
 
Charles Williams, The Literacy Council, Rockford 
 



When Charles first came to the tutoring, he had just dropped out of a Remedial Reading course, 
was defeated and unsure where to go next.  He had given up hope of ever being a reader. Then 
he began to work with his tutor.  He was reading every chance he got, writing down the words 
that he did not know.  With his tutor’s help he began to read even more and more, becoming 
more proficient every week.  The better reader he became the more he wanted to improve. He 
wanted to be a role model for his two sons.  Experiencing this growth as a reader and writer, his 
confidence grew also and he stated, “I now believe in myself.”   When Charles heard about a job 
opening at his workplace, he decided to talk to his boss about applying for the job.  He not only 
had the confidence to apply for the promotion, but he had already demonstrated to his boss that 
he wanted to become a better person who was improving his reading.  Instead of playing pool 
with fellow employees during his breaks, he spent his breaks reading and writing.  His hard work 
paid off and he got the promotion. He is not done; he is setting goals and planning to fulfill those 
goals.  Eventually, he wants to start his own business. But for now he plans to enroll in college 
and work towards a bachelor’s degree in electronic engineering.   
 

Spotlight on Service Winners 

 
Standing left to right: Dennis DeRossett, executive director, Illinois Press Association; Michael 
Murcia, Instituto del Progreso Latino, Chicago; Julie Hummert, Kaskaskia College, Centralia; 
Janet Wigodner, Waukegan Public Library; Dottie Gibson (accepting for Dan Weakley, Project 
U.P.W.A.R.D., Peoria); Secretary of State Jesse White. Seated left to right: Reta Strecker, 
Sisters of St. Joseph, LaGrange Park; Janet King, The Literacy Council, Rockford; Eunice 
Golden, Frontier Community College, Fairfield; Margaret Cribben, De La Salle/Tolton Center, 
Chicago. 
 



Volunteer tutor winners’ stories: 
 

Margaret “Marge” Cribben, De La Salle/Tolton Center, Chicago 
 
Marge retired after forty years as an educator.  Instead of using her retirement as a time of 
leisure, she signed on to volunteer three days a week with the new English as a Second 
Language program.  Marge is very flexible and willing to take on a variety of roles.  She tutors 
small groups of adult learners who need to catch up on work that they missed, she substitutes 
for sick instructors at the last minute, she helps with childcare and she even brings her 
photography talents to class.  She will take pictures of the children’s activities to share with the 
parents.  The pictures are a great source of conversational material.  She is more than just a 
teacher to the learners, she is their friend.  When one mother had to leave the program to 
become the main provider for her family after her husband left, Marge continued to keep in 
touch and provide the parent with moral support.  This parent had a child with autism and 
needed someone to talk to.  She also goes on class field trips because trips give her another 
opportunity to share experiences with the families.  She enjoys the interaction of the families 
and meeting other family members who come along on field trips. She’s a pearl beyond price. 
 
Eunice Golden, Illinois Eastern Community Colleges, Fairfield 
 
Eunice retired from teaching but continues to be a lifelong advocate of education.  She has 
advocated for the past twelve years by volunteering as a tutor. Sometimes she has tutored as 
many as three adult learners at the same time, all of whom she has tutored individually.  She 
treats each adult learner as an individual and adjusts her teaching style to meet the needs of 
that particular learner.  She continues to tutor Edward Whitt, a Spotlight on Achievement winner, 
who has worked hard to learn to read.  He brought manuals to their tutor session to help him 
learn about a new computer and about bowling alley machinery.  Once he knew what the 
printed words were saying, he could apply them to the task that he needed to do.  Edward’s 
growth in reading has been exciting for Eunice.  Another adult learner that Eunice worked with 
dropped out of school at the age of 16.  After working with Eunice, she went on to pass the GED 
test and enroll at Frontier Community College.  This adult learner called Eunice, her excitement 
bubbling through the telephone lines, to tell her when she got her first A on a college test. That 
learner now has a full time job and is self-supporting.  Nothing compares to seeing adult 
learners improve and succeed not only in reading but in life, too.   
 
Julie Hummert, Kaskaskia College, Centralia 
 
Julie has been a volunteer tutor at “The Reading Link” for 25 years.  She tutors adults with 
learning disabilities, with special needs and who need to learn English as a Second Language.  
Currently she is tutoring four learners with learning disabilities.  She would tutor more learners if 
asked.  All of her present and past learners have shown improvement or reached their goals.  
Julie tutors to help learners improve their self-esteem and be able to read and accomplish their 
goals in life.  She enjoys seeing their facial expressions when they realize that they have 
learned to read and have advanced to the next step.  She also volunteers five mornings a week 
at the local school to help students in kindergarten through second grade get a better grounding 
in phonics and reading.   
 
Janet King, The Literacy Council, Rockford 
 
Janet began her journey in 1994 as a tutor with The Literacy Council after hearing a radio ad 
asking for volunteers to help adults learn to read.  She always wanted to teach but she only had 



a GED.  She decided to try volunteer tutoring.  She fell in love with the teaching process and 
teaching adults how to decode words by blending the individual sounds.  Her very first student 
was a challenging experience. But Janet learned from that student that she had the patience 
necessary to work with an adult with significant hearing loss and a speech impediment.  She 
says that, “It’s rewarding when the light goes on and the learner gets it; the simple and basic 
things they then understand create a whole new world.”  She consistently goes above and 
beyond the call of duty, working with her student at least three hours each week.  She always 
seems to know how to help her students.  Janet’s volunteer experiences compelled her to go 
back to school at age 40 and get a Bachelor’s of General Studies specific to literacy in the 
community.  In her studies, she focused on people with learning disabilities and dyslexia.  She 
continues to volunteer as a tutor and has started her own tutoring business, “Back to Basics 
Tutoring.”   
 
Joe Levy, Anixter Center, Chicago 
 
About 17 years ago, Joe answered an ad in The Chicago Reader looking for literacy volunteers 
at The Anixter Center. Anixter’s literacy program is designed to meet the needs of teens and 
adults with a variety of disabilities.  He always wanted to teach reading so he interviewed and 
began his second job of tutoring.  His first job is Medical Director of Neuroradiology at a Chicago 
hospital.  On his half days, he volunteers at The Anixter Center.  He began with the severely 
mentally and physically handicapped adults.  His greatest success with this group happened by 
accident.  He started to read poetry and was tapping his foot while he read.  Others in the group 
started tapping and banging along with the rhythm of the poetry.  So they made drums and 
noisemakers for each student and each time thereafter they had rhythmic poetry sessions.  His 
current student is a 50 year old security guard who graduated from high school although he can 
barely read.  That learner wants a better job, but he realizes that to get a better job, he will have 
to improve his reading skills.  His improvement over the past year has been dramatic.  They are 
currently more than halfway through reading his very first novel.  Teaching someone to read is 
sort of the gift that keeps on giving and the rewards are mutual. 
 
Michael Murcia, Instituto del Progreso Latino, Chicago 
 
Michael came to the United States from Colombia as a teenager with his mother.  He spent 
years studying English and went through the difficult but rewarding process of becoming a US 
citizen.  He is proud to be an American and is constantly working to better himself.  He joined 
the army shortly after high school to serve as a medic.  He wanted some experience in the 
medical field in the hopes of becoming a doctor someday.  After five years of active military 
duty, he was medically discharged.  He is currently a full time college student working towards 
this goal.  Although college life is hectic, he wants to volunteer his time towards pressing needs 
in society.  After searching the web, he found Instituto needed volunteers to assist with 
citizenship education.  Because he had just gone through this process, he wanted to help others 
achieve this goal. Michael has learned many important teaching techniques and he goes out of 
his way to ask other teachers and volunteers for tutoring advice. The four adults he is currently 
working with are progressing quickly and respond well to his teaching methods. Michael is 
making an impact on the lives of others. 
 
Reta Strecker, Congregation of St. Joseph School on Wheels, LaGrange Park 
 
Reta is a retired teacher who loved teaching.  She missed interacting with students and 
watching their knowledge grow.  When she read an ad about the School on Wheels literacy 
program, she felt that tutoring might fill that void.  Five years ago she began with her first 



student, a woman with three young daughters.  The learner was nervous about trying to speak 
English, but she learned quickly. After their first class, Reta loaned her children’s books from the 
School on Wheels library. First, they would read them together, and then this young mother 
would read to her children. Her oldest is now in second grade and loves to read chapter books.  
She has another daughter in kindergarten who also reads.  Her preschool child comes with her 
to the tutoring sessions and loves to look at the books her mom will be taking home.  Because 
of this program, this learner has been able to instill a love of reading in her three children.  Reta 
had another student who needed to learn English or she would be fired.  After working together 
for months and making progress, the boss told her student that she could no longer have the 
time off to come to class.  At the end of tutoring sessions, the learners always express their 
gratitude.  When Reta began tutoring, she had no idea that this would be a great learning 
experience for her as well. 
 
Woody Turner, District 214 Community Education, Arlington Heights 
 
Woody became a Read to Learn tutor to keep involved.  Through this program, he meets new 
people and is connected to adult learners and the staff.  He has learned from his adult learners 
about cultural differences, learning differences and how really difficult the English language is.  
Woody grew up in the south and when he came to Chicago, he did not know anybody. Chicago 
culture was quite different than what he was used to in the south so he is able to identify with 
the sense of confusion and alienation that adult learners feel.  When Woody works with his adult 
learners, he begins with something familiar each time.  He takes the initiative to supplement the 
lessons provided with additional materials.  He tells his students, “If you have a question, ask 
me because that takes priority over the lesson plan.”  One of his adult learners contacted 
Woody several semesters after leaving Read to Learn asking him to help her pass the 
pharmacy test.  They met once a week for the next four semesters to help her achieve her goal.  
Besides tutoring, Woody volunteers in many other ways in the Read to Learn program.  During 
the summer, he always volunteers to help.  He is always willing to work with more than one 
adult.  Woody is an exceptional asset to the Read to Learn program. 
 
Dan Weakley, Literacy Volunteers of America Project U.P.W.A.R.D., Peoria 
 
Fourteen years ago, Dan joined the LVA/Project U.P.W.A.R.D. as a volunteer tutor.  He is 
employed full time but after 4:00 p.m. he makes time to share his joy of reading and learning by 
tutoring English language learners.  He is a familiar face at Peoria Heights Library where he 
joins the library staff in explaining the many services the library offers.  A few weeks ago, Dan 
had surgery and is currently doing rehabilitation.  However, he now insists that he can tutor 
more learners because he has more free time.  Dan’s excitement when an adult learner 
achieves their goal helps to give the learners confidence to go forward. 
 
Janet Wigodner, Waukegan Public Library, Waukegan 
 
For four years, Janet’s volunteering has made significant contributions to the program.  Janet’s 
compassionate approach helps keep her students coming to tutoring.  She says, “I always want 
students to feel that it was worth their while to attend today.”  Once when she was working with 
an adult learner who had a rotating job schedule, Janet had to work very hard to find a 
convenient time they could meet.  This adult learner did not have two weeks with the same 
schedule.  But Janet balanced her own busy life with a full-time job and family responsibilities, to 
meet his literacy tutoring needs week by week.  Another learner was a high school graduate 
who still lacked literacy skills. This learner had a full-time job, a long term marriage and close 
relationships with her children and grandchildren, but reading simple words was challenging to 



her.  She began tutoring sessions three years ago and can now decode single syllable words 
and is working with compound, short-vowel words.  She is also becoming more comfortable on 
the computer, but she continues to work hard.  Another learner immigrated to the United States 
from Mexico.  While she could read and speak English, she needed to improve her writing skills.  
She has advanced from being hesitant to write a single sentence to completing essays. 
Volunteering has given Janet an appreciation for the different paths we each take in our lives.  
She has learned that skills she takes for granted are hard earned by adult learners. She is 
honored to be a part of their education.   
 


