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Learning In El Barrio

In August of 1969, I, Anastacio Esparza, was born in a Catholic
hospital in Chicago, lllinois. | entered this world a member of a family
of Mexican immigrants, a majority of whom were legal residents in this
country. Being that my family consisted of very proud Mexican
people, our way of life revolved around “Mexican culture.” To the
people of northern Mexico these cultural practices included the
women maintaining the household, sitting around making tortillas and
tamales, and making sure that everyone participated in the family’s
religious practices, which incruded going to Catholic mass on Sundays
and praying the rosary at a different hostess’s house several days a
week. The men, meanwhile, went to work to provide for the family,
and sat around drinking cerveza or tequila (the women in my family
don’t drink) while discussing politics, family matters, and whatever
popular topic happened to get their attention. Needless to say, this
was all done in the most telltale characteristic of the Mexican people—
speaking only Spanish. Speaking Spanish is all | knew in my early
childhood and therefore | found comfort in doing so. However, that all
changed one late summer morning when | started school and was
thrown into the abyss of learning a scary new language called English.

For the first five years of my life | was a typical Mexican boy who
ate tacos, frijoles and arroz, spoke only Spanish, and played with my
balero (the Mexican version of ball in a cup), canicas (marbles), and
spun my trompo (top). That is, until | started kindergarten. Upon
entering school | experienced an extreme culture shock (which is the
case for many children in this country when they come from different
cultural backgrounds, social classes, and ethnicities). | wasn’t allowed
to speak Spanish, the only language | was fluent in. I felt like Joe Suina
when he stated that the English language and the new set of values
caused him much anxiety and embarrassment. | was devastated and
cried myself to sleep and threw tantrums so as not to have to go to
school. Gloria Anzaldua states in her book, Borderlands/La Frontera,
“In childhood we are told that our language is wrong.” This is exactly
what happened to me, and it’s why | didn’t want to go to school. Of
course my theatrics didn’t work because | was the son of a typical
Mexican mother who tried to sugarcoat everything while obligating
me to go to school anyways. For the first two months | struggled
tremendously. | was constantly under the teacher’s radar and was
forced to stand in the corner almost daily because | continued
speaking Spanish in class. Who would have thought that nuns could be
so mean? This went on until | was blessed with a new next-door
neighbor.

Val was an African-American little girl who just happened to be
my age. She was the only person that | was allowed to play with

outside of my family. However, she didn’t speak Spanish and | didn’t
speak English and that posed an obstacle for both of us. We
communicated through gestures and our own little form of sign
language. This wasn’t enough to get over the language barrier, but |
became determined to make a good impression on her. So | started
applying myself in school and before long the unthinkable happened—
I became bilingual. Obviously this didn’t happen overnight, but from
that point on, English didn’t seem as difficult for me to learn. Little by
little, with the help of Val and my teacher, | started improving my
comprehension of this scary and foreign language.

As big a victory as this was for me, it was short-lived because
being bilingual in my family came with a great deal of responsibility.
Although | wasn’t the oldest child in the family who spoke English, |
was the most accessible, and so | was assigned the task of being the
family’s “language broker.” | was terrified to take on this monumental
task. | was always afraid that | wouldn’t live up to my family’s
expectations, or worse that | wouldn’t interpret something right.

To say that | had difficulties accomplishing this is an under-
statement. Apart from learning English, this was the biggest challenge |
had to face in my young life. As tough as this was, | confronted it head
on. | quickly learned that not only was my English vocabulary
improving but so was my Spanish vocabulary. My family members
were teaching me more words in their language. A memorable
example of this is the time that | had to translate a letter for my uncle
from a bank. Basically, the bank was offering him a mortgage loan. |
didn’t know how to translate the word “mortgage” so | told my uncle:
“Tio esta carta es de un banco y le estan ofreciendo un prestamo para
que compre una casa.” “Oh,” said my uncle, “una hipoteca.” (Hipoteca
is the Spanish word for mortgage.) Regardless of the fact that | didn’t
translate the letter exactly how it was written, | got my point across to
my uncle in a way that he was able to understand. This made me feel
like I had accomplished something great, and | relished the praise that
I received from my uncle and my family.

Situations like this were very common for me throughout
elementary school. After high school | chose not to continue my
education, so | entered the working world. Little did | know that being
bilingual would work to my advantage in the workplace. One particular
job I held was for a market research firm. | was to conduct surveys
over the phone for fast food restaurants. | basically placed calls all over
the United States and Puerto Rico. Because | was fluent in Spanish, |
was assigned to call Puerto Rico exclusively. | thought that conducting
these surveys would be a breeze. To my surprise it was extremely
difficult because Mexican Spanish is different than Puerto Rican



Spanish. The Spanish as a whole is pretty much the same, with the
exception of some words and phrases. The big difference is that
Puerto Ricans speak much faster, and they don’t roll their R’s—so
they sound like L's. Because | sounded different than them, | had a
hard time getting participants for the survey. | once again had to get
creative to get results. Since | had Puerto Rican friends, | had them
bring me into their homes so they could coach me to speak like a
Puerto Rican. Within a few weeks | was able to restructure my Spanish
so that | sounded like a Puerto Rican. My job performance greatly
improved, along with my pay.

Many jobs and many years later | find myself at the Danville
Correctional Center. Who would have thought that | would become a
college graduate as well as an ESL teacher while sitting in prison? | had
completely ruled out going to college, and never envisioned myself
teaching others the language that | had struggled so much to learn
myself. Then | put myself in this predicament.

As much as it sucks to be in this environment, | refuse to let the
system do me in. | choose to do my time my way rather than letting
my time do me. | want my kids to be proud of me for doing my best to
become a better person regardless of the mistakes | have made.
Getting a college education while at the same time teaching English to
adults who lack the ability to comprehend this scary language has
helped me accomplish this.

So there you have it. For those of you whose native tongue is
English, and for those of you whose native tongue is another, language
is what you make of it. Although learning a new one can seem like a
daunting task, with a little perseverance and determination, it is well
within reach. If you still find yourself not believing the hype, all you
have to do is ask one of my students how feasible it really is.

— Anastacio Esparza

Sankofa

Each morning | take a moment to choose a word for the day. | want
some kind of intention to keep me focused when things spin out of
control. It's a game, a way to put myself in a bigger context than just
the thoughts whirling in my head. There’s a richness in words that is
satisfying in itself, that leads me back to their original meanings and to
the humans who first formed words.

This morning things are hectic. The word “calm” floats into my
head. Hmmm. Hang onto that today.

Let’s look deeper. . . . Start with the dictionary:

Calm: adjective; nearly or completely motionless,
undisturbed. Not excited or agitated; composed, quiet.
Noun: an absence or cessation of motion; stillness, quiet.
A condition of little or no wind.

“Little or no wind.” “Undisturbed.” “Composed” — like music. | settle
into my chair; | breathe deeper.

The Greeks said kauma - “burning heat.” The Romans added a spin
in Latin: cauma, “a rest in the heat of the day.”

The sun is hot and merciless in the rocky Greek landscape. People
lay low for several hours after lunch, while the sun moves lower in the
sky.

Calm. Now I touch my ancestors and what they did in challenging
circumstances. Today if things get hot I'll look for some shade, take a
break, and dream of the Mediterranean sun.

The words we use have been accumulating, growing, diverging and
taking shape for thousands of years. Their syllables contain secrets that
go back farther than we can remember—to meanings and ways of life
we have forgotten.

These origins add some invisible power to its use, even when those
roots go back farther than written language. The study of word origins
is etymology. Like many of our English words, this one has its roots in
Greek. Logia = “the study of.” Etymos = “true, real, actual.” Go back and
you'll sense the invisible hands and minds that shaped the meanings of
the words we use. '

There’s a word in the Twi language of Ghana, sankofa, that
translates to “go back and get it” (san —to return; ko - to go; fa —to
fetch, to keep). Its symbol is a bird with its head turned backward,
carrying a precious egg in its mouth. Se wo were fi no wosankofa a
yeankyi - “It is not wrong to go back for that which you have forgotten.”
This is what etymology can do—pay respect and appreciation to those
who have gone before, the challenges and circumstances of their lives,
and the words they developed to describe them.

Each word we use has its bit of life experience and wisdom from
ages back when life was very different. To look deeper is to
acknowledge the ancestors who paved the way to where we stand
today. There’s a lot to learn from those who came before. The more |
know about each word | place in a sentence, the more power it packs,
the more truth it puts behind what | intend to say.

And then there are those tiny distinctions between words that
make all the difference. Mark Twain put it like this: “The difference
between the almost right word and the right word is really a large
matter —‘tis the difference between the lightning bug and the
lightning.”

Pay close attention to your words and you'll find yourself
remembering that which you have forgotten - all the way back to
our Paleolithic forebears some 6,000-7,000 years ago (paleo = ancient;
lithic = stone). Dig deep for the wisdom of those who have struggled
since before time was counted, to live good lives, deal with war and
peace, doubt and certainty, ignorance and insight, forgiveness and
trust. Your words can rise from lightning bugs to the power of lightning
itself.

—Copenhaver Cumpston

Congratulations

Andy Borum for being named
Danville Correctional Center
Volunteer of the Year!




Thoughts Are Not Facts

Before my incarceration, breakfast was my favorite meal of the
day. Perhaps it was because my mom worked the 11pm-7am shift at
McDonalds and that was our little time together before I'd trollop off to
school. In spite of slaving away into the wee hours of the night, my
mom always found the strength to prepare a big spread. I'm talking
bacon, eggs, grits, french toast, and a grapefruit cut perfectly down the
middle with a gang of sugar poured on both halves.

Years later, in prison, I'm not a fan of breakfast any longer. For one
thing, I'm forced to eat within the time slot given to my housing unit:
4:45am. That’s way too early! Even a retired-senior citizen would yell
that out. But any one of my carceral peers would sarcastically share
with you this penitentiary mantra “if you sleep late you lose weight.”
And since I'm not a supporter of my state pants hanging below my
waistline----4:45am it is.

Add to this that the off-putting noise inside the chow hall equals or
surpasses the volume level of a World Series baseball game.
Furthermore, they pack us in the serving line like a can of fresh
sardines. But instead of the fish smell, the surrounding area reeks of
morning breath, man funk, and straight doo-doo. But once again, “if you
sleep late you lose weight,” so yet | rise.

One depressingly star-lit morning | drag myself to chow to find
them serving oatmeal, a turkey patty, two slices of bread, and jam.
Sitting down to eat, | see a guy sitting at a table on my left, mean
mugging me and watching my every move. I'm a survivor who is always
on alert for an adversarial sneak attack, so | don’t let him know that |
know he’s watching me. Instead, | just roll his face over inside the
enemy database of my mind.

Does he know me from the world?

Did we have a fight before?

Have | scrapped one of his homies in times gone by?

There’s no inkling of facial recognition. So | begin to eat my turkey
patty sandwich with jam, and continue observing him through my
peripheral vision, because the stressors of incarceration can cause the
strongest man to pop off at any moment for no reason at all. After
finishing my breakfast sandwich this dude is still watching me.

Is this chump crazy?

Man | don’t wanna’ go to seqg today!

The minute he move my way, Im’ma try to break his face, so the
whole joint a ‘know breakfast ain’t the time to try me.

On and on my thoughts swiftly rolled down that violently dark hill.
When | gulp down the last of an ice-cold 40z apple juice. I'm interrupted
from my thoughts by the same lunatic who has been stalking me for the
last fifteen minutes.

“Hey, excuse me” he says.

“What's up?!,”

“Are you gonna’ eat that oatmeal?”

“Naw, you can have it.”

Here | am ready to bash into this man’s face and all he wanted was
a second helping of oatmeal to fill his belly. Who's the “lunatic” here?

* * *

Through Mindfulness Meditation | have learned that thoughts are
not facts, they're just thoughts. And these “mental commentaries” can
be destructive to the perception of the world around you. The more |
utilize this fact the better equipped I'll be to see life as it truly unfolds.

—Raylan Gilford

Inmate Twitter
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“In ten years | will be. . . .:

Brewing my own beer and ensuring that | give
back as much as I've received in life.
#The High Life

Telling my grandkids about how | survived being

in the most dangerous prison in America by

never dropping my soap in the shower.
#manhood intact

I'm not sure, but | intend to be enjoying the
fruits of my labor. Hard work deserves some
play.

#YOLO

In the middle of an ocean on a global

circumnavigation aboard a catamaran running

low on provisions breathing in and out.
#comesailaway

Finally finished reading the Harry Potter series
#3more to go

Done with this bit and working on climate
change awareness.
#ecowarrior

Back in here with a free state shot.
#Trumpcare

Next month’s question: “What’s that smell?”




Does your life feel like it’s becoming a multi-car pileup? Do your
affairs of the heart seem more like cardiac arrest? Are you choking on
whatever’s stuck in your craw? Then dial up the Waaahmbulance. Our
ace paramedics will be on scene to mend that broken heart, help vent
your spleen, and dislodge the foot that keeps finding its way into your
mouth—not to mention the stick that wound up elsewhere. “Call the
Waaahmbulance” is The Amplifier’s new advice vehicle on call for any
emergency. Be advised that our own crisis technicians suffer from an
incurable case of tongue-in-cheek disease.

Dear Waaahmbulance Crew,

I just found out my girlfriend broke bad on me with my
brother. But they’re the only ones who visit or send me any
money. If | confront them, | might lose my only means of
support. What do | do?

—Signed Love or Honey Buns

Love or Honeybuns,

You're in a tough spot, so | have to be really blunt with
you. What you need to understand is that you have absolutely
no control of—or ability to accurately verify anything that goes
on in—the world outside of these walls. If what you learned is
true, you might have to cut emotional ties with your girl and
cut your brother some slack—you’ll forgive him eventually
anyway, so you might as well start on it now. Meanwhile,
don’t let on to either of them that you suspect their
indiscretion. Keep the money flowing, and | wouldn’t be
surprised if all the guilt increases their monthly deposits. You
can get the full truth and deal with the situation as it actually
stands upon your release. It’s tough enough dealing with life in
here. Don't recruit garbage from life out there to make it
worse.

—Cat

Amplifier Waaahmbulance,
Every time | wake up, my cellmate is standing over me.
Should | be alarmed?
—Sleeping Uneasily

Sleeping Uneasily,
Yes.
—Dog

Postmodernism vs. $cience:
The Roots of the Current Campus Madness

In a 1946 essay in the London Tribune entitled “In Front of Your
Nose,” George Orwell noted that “we are all capable of believing things
which we know to be untrue, and then, when we are finally proved
wrong, impudently twisting the facts so as to show that we were right.
Intellectually, it is possible to carry on this process for an indefinite
time: the only check on it is that sooner or later a false belief bumps up
against solid reality, usually on a battlefield.” The intellectual
battlefields today are on college campuses, where students’ deep
convictions about race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation and
their social justice antipathy toward capitalism, imperialism, racism,
white privilege, misogyny and “cissexist heteropatriarchy” have
bumped up against the reality of contradictory facts and opposing
views, leading to campus chaos and even violence. Students at the
University of California Berkeley, and outside agitators, for example,
rioted at the mere mention that conservative firebrands Milo
Yiannopoulos and Ann Coulter had been invited to speak (in the end,
they never did). Middlebury College students physically attacked
libertarian author Charles Murray and his liberal host, professor Allison
Stanger, pulling her hair, twisting her neck and sending her to the ER.

One underlying cause of this troubling situation may be found in
what happened at Evergreen State College in Olympia, Wash., in May,
when biologist and self-identified “deeply progressive” professor Bret
Weinstein refused to participate in a “Day of Absence” in which “white
students, staff and faculty will be invited to leave the campus for the
day’s activities.” Weinstein objected, writing in an e-mail: “on a college
campus, one’s right to speak—or to be—must never be based on skin
color.” In response, an angry mob of 50 students disrupted his biology
class, surrounded him, called him a racist and insisted that he resign. He
claims that campus police informed him that the college president told
them to stand down, but he has been forced to stay off campus for his
safety’s sake.

How has it come to this? One of many trends was identified by
Weinstein in a Wall Street Journal essay: “The button-down empirical
and deductive fields, including all the hard sciences, have lived side by
side with ‘critical theory,” postmodernism and its perception-based
relatives. Since the creation in 1960s and ‘70s of novel, justice-oriented
fields, these incompatible world-views have repelled one another.”

In an article for Quillette.com on “Methods Behind the Campus
Madness,” graduate researcher Sumantra Maitra of the University of
Nottingham in England reported that 12 of the 13 academics at U.C.
Berkeley who signed a letter to the chancellor protesting Yiannopoulos
were from “Critical theory, Gender studies and Post-Colonial/Post-
modernist/Marxist background.” This is a shift in Marxist theory from
class conflict to identity politics conflict; instead of judging people by
the content of their character, they are now to be judged by the color of
their skin (or their ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, et cetera).
“Postmodernists have tried to hijack biology, have taken over large
parts of political science, almost all of anthropology, history and
English,” Maitra concludes, “and have proliferated self-referential
journals, citation circles, non-replicable research, and the curtailing of
nuanced debate through activism and marches, instigating a bunch of
gullible students to intimidate any opposing ideas.”

Students are being taught by these postmodern professors that
there is no truth, that science and empirical facts are tools of
oppression by the white patriarchy, and that nearly everyone in
America is racist and bigoted, including their own professors, most of



whom are liberals or progressives devoted to fighting these social ills.
Of the 58 Evergreen faculty members who signed a statement “in

solidarity with students” calling for disciplinary action against Weinstein
for “endangering” the community by granting interviews in the national
media, | tallied only seven from the sciences. Most specialize in English,

literature, the arts, humanities, cultural studies, women'’s studies,
media studies, and “quotidian imperialisms, intermetropolitan
geography [and] detournement.” A course called “Fantastic Resis-
tances” was described as a “training dojo for aspiring ‘social justice
warriors’” that focuses on “power asymmetries.”

If you teach students to be warriors against all power asymmetries,

don’t be surprised when they turn on their professors and adminis-
trators. This is what happens when you separate facts from values,
empiricism from morality, science from the humanities.

—Miichael Shermer
(from Scientific American, volume 317, number 3; September 2017)

Attention

The Amplifier has switched to a bimonthly publishing schedule for
the time being. The calendar and miscellany page will continue to
be printed on off months, under the capable guidance of our
calendar editor, Nikia Perry.

Submission Guidelines

Comments and submissions may be addressed to The Amplifier
and placed in the EJP suggestion box or handed to a member of
The Amplifier editorial staff.

Deadline for consideration for the June issue is April 23.

Don’t Judge a Book by Its Cover
Would you like to participate in a discussion that challenges your
stereotypes and prejudices? How about allowing your own
experiences with any of the isms (i.e., racism, classism, genderism,
etc.) to be the lens through which we look at and evaluate some of
our own stereotypes and prejudices? If so, you might be
interested in the EJP Community Library Program, “Don’t Judge a
Book by Its Cover.” This event will allow EJP members to “read”
human “books” in an interview format designed to inspire. If
you're interested in fostering change and inclusivity through this
program, please ask a library worker for an application to
participate, and indicate your preference from the options below.

Interviewer—asking reflective questions of the “books”.
Participant—being asked questions by others.
Both—asking and fielding questions.

The Amplifier is a bimonthly publication by the students of the
Education Justice Project, a unit of the University of lllinois, at
Danville Correctional Center in lllinois.

Managing editor: Michael Lawless

Assistant managing editor: James Wood

Copy editor: Mario Rubio

Calendar editor: Nikia Perry

Staff writers: Raylan Gilford, Chad Lane

EJP advisor: Copenhaver Cumpston
Letters to the editor may be submitted within Danville to the
Suggestion Box in the EJP library; or submitted by mail to EJP,
1001 S. Wright St., Champaign, IL 61820.

Web link: www.educationjustice.net/home/resources/amplifier
Text is typeset in Microsoft Word in Calibri. Headlines are in Berlin
Sans. Printed in the EJP computer resource room, and scanned for
electronic posting on the EJP website.

PBS Programming in April

Tues., April 3, 7pm: American Experience—Roads to Memphis
The disparate but entwined stories of James Earl Ray and MLK.
Tues., April 3, 8pm: Black America Since MLK: And Still | Rise
Episodes 1 and 2: “Out of the Shadows,” “Move on Up.” Parts 3 and
4 air Wednesday.

Tues., April 10, 8pm: Frontline: Trump’s Takeover

Trump’s battle for control of the Republican party.

Tues., April 17, 7pm: Civilizations

New series reveals the role of art and creativity across cultures and
civilizations. Part 1 of 9—other episodes air Tuesdays at 7pm.
Wed., April 18, 9pm: POV: “Bill Nye: the Science Guy”

Bill’s mission to stop the spread of anti-scientific thought.

Fri., April 20, 9pm: will.i.am—Landmarks Live in Concert

will.i.am reunite with the Black Eyed Peas.

Tues., April 24, 9pm: Frontline: “Trafficked in America”

Human trafficking.

Wed., April 25, 7pm: Nature: Natural Born Rebels

Kleptomaniac crabs, thieving macaques, and con artist spiders.
Wed., April 25, 8pm: NOVA Wonders: What Are Animals Saying?
Vocal animals. Part 1 of 6—other episodes air Wednesdays at 8pm.
Mon., April 30, 9pm: Independent Lens: True Conviction

Three exonerated felons start a detective agency.

Attention Danville Residents
If you are not a member of EJP, but would like to receive The
Amplifier each month, send a request to the EJP office with your
name, number and housing location. Thanks for your interest.

Submissions are welcome!

Eddie’s Enigmas—
ORDERED VOWELS

Find a word in which all five vowels (a, €, i, 0, and u) appear in
alphabetical order from left to right.

Rating = e @000

Solutions to EDDIE’S ENIGMAS can be found on the bulletin boards in the Computer Lab
and Resource Room 1, and in the next full issue of The Amplifier.
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