
“’Tis a gift to be simple, ’Tis a gift to be free”

The well-known Shaker song, Simple Gifts, opens with these lyrics. 

During this season, we are drawn to reflect on the gifts that the 
year has brought us. Often, it is the simple gifts that bring us the 
greatest joy and endure in our memories despite the assault of 
constant “breaking news.”  

Sr. T loves the fact that students feel free to come into the kitchen 
(our office) and make themselves a cup of coffee.  One morning, a 
caring student prepared a cup of coffee for a sleepy classmate who 
comes home from work at 2 a.m., gets a few hours of sleep, rises 
again to get her family off to school and work, and then walks to her ESL class—toddler in 
tow. Witnessing that spirit of fellowship was a gift to us, affirming the supportive learning 
community that we have encouraged.

The Shaker song goes on to proclaim:  “’Tis a gift to come down where we ought to be; and 
when we find ourselves in the place just right, we’ll be in the valley of love and delight.” 
That valley may seem far off, at the moment, but the stories in this issue of our Newsletter 
will bring it closer into view.  So, I am keeping this letter short to gift you with an extra 
student-focused story. 

May the Giver of all good gifts help us to practice simplicity and treasure freedom that 
we may “come ’round right.”  Thank you for your partnership in the enduring work of the 
Rosalie Rendu Center.  

Gratefully yours,

Maria Lozano
Executive Director 
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Language Partners: 

A Great Volunteer Opportunity
By Sally Falkenhagen

Becoming a Language Partner 
(“LP”) volunteer for the Rosalie Rendu Center 
is a simple but deeply rewarding commitment. 
An LP spends one hour once a week talking to 
an English language learner from the Center.  
No knowledge of any language besides English 
is needed to be a successful LP. Prospective 
LP’s meet with Sister T and Maria to determine 
who might be the best fit for them.  Your 
partner could be anyone from a newer ESL 
student (not a beginner) to someone studying 

for advanced language credentials in order to 
qualify for professional qualifications.  The 
English learner and the LP determine what 
time is most convenient for them to meet, 
either in person or on Zoom.  

Please do help a student acquire and become 
more confident in speaking, reading, and 
writing!  

Our Email: Contact@rosalie-rendu-center.org  

Our Phone:(650) 473-9522



Sonia Sanchez
Daughter of an Early Student, Now a Teacher

By Carrie Du Bois

Sonia’s story is nothing short of inspirational! She is the daughter of Fidelia who was 
a student of the Center when Sister Trinitas  first offered classes over 25 years ago at 
the Carriage Manor Apartment Complex in East Palo Alto.  Sister T became much more 
than an English teacher to Fidelia; she was a mentor and mother figure to this young 
woman with small children. 

Fidelia wanted to improve her English 
to better communicate at work and 
navigate the educational system for 
her children.  She worked hard to help 

support her family and always stressed 
the value of education to her children.  
Sonia said her mother has been the main 
role model in her life.  Her mother taught 
her to be strong but also to be humble. 
Her mother’s strong work ethic was also 
an important influence and motivation 
for her.

Sonia attended Ravenswood schools and 

then East Palo Alto Academy.  She was an 
excellent student and was offered a spot 

in the prestigious SMASH (Summer Math & Science Honors Academy) program held 
at U.C. Berkeley for high school students. Sonia found the program to be incredibly 
challenging, but she stuck with it, and it was a great experience.

After high school graduation, Sonia went on to earn a degree from U.C. Berkeley with a 
concentration in American Studies. She then attended the University of San Francisco 
for a master’s degree and is currently working on her Ed.D.

Sonia currently works at Foothill College. She designed the student support center 
that helps to support students with basic needs like food, housing and other services.  
She finds this work incredibly rewarding. When her program began, her center served 
200-300 students in need. It now serves 1,500-1,700 students annually.

Although Sonia loves her work and is a busy doctoral student, she wanted to do more 
in her local community. When she heard that a teaching position was open at the 
Rosalie Rendu Center, she jumped at the chance to become involved.  She recalled 
how much the center helped her mother and wanted to spread this support to other 
immigrant community members. 

Being back was a full-circle opportunity. Sonia appreciates this teaching opportunity 
because she can help so many adult learners. She said it’s much more than English 
lessons because the students feel safe to share their hardships and personal struggles.

“The classroom becomes a safe place for the students 

to talk openly and support each other during this 

challenging time in our country, where immigrants are 

under tremendous pressure,” said Sonia. 

She feels she is contributing in a positive way to help community members and 
receives inspiration and energy from her students.

A Postulant of the 
Daughters of Charity  
Joins Our Small but 
Mighty Sta� 
By Sally Falkenhagen 

The Center gives our eager students a 

pathway to achieve tangible improvements 
as they master the English language. Our 
staff is tiny: Executive Director Maria, 
Assistant Sandra Godoy, Founder and 
Volunteer Coordinator, Sister T, one 
full-time and four part-time teachers, a 
volunteer teacher, and many dedicated 
volunteers. 

Imagine how valuable another set of hands 
could be to this small staff! Providence and 
the Daughters of Charity have provided 
that set of hands by sending a postulant, 
Irene Benavidez, to work at the Center for a 
year. As a postulant, Irene is discerning her 
vocation to serve the poor and marginalized 
as a Daughter of Charity. 

Irene was born and raised in Los 
Angeles. She speaks English and Spanish 
fluently and has near-fluent command 
of Portuguese, which she learned as a 
missionary in Brazil. Irene has extensive 
experience as a teacher in Catholic 
formation and vocational outreach and has 
worked in various charities. 

At the Center, Irene assists with 
Introduction level ESL classes. She also 
works individually with two students who 

need help with Spanish literacy. 

In her short time, Irene already loves the 
Center. Our students remind her of the 
many same limitations she had growing 
up. She is grateful for the resources and 
the many ways our Center supports our 
families. Irene is impressed by the eagerness 
and willingness of our students to come to 
learn English. All of us at the Center, in turn, 
are impressed by Irene. As one staff member 
noted, “She’s a fast learner!”



Spotlight on  
Sally Falkenhagen, 
Advisory Board Chair
Strong and Steady at the Helm

By Martha Edwards

The Rosalie Rendu Center’s Advisory Board supports the Center in its 
fundraising efforts by publishing the biannual newsletter, helping host events, 
and other activities. Advisory Board member Sally Falkenhagen has served as 
chair since 2010 — fifteen years and counting! 

Sally has been on the board since 2005. She first became involved at the Center 
when the Daughters of Charity were in the process of buying the Carriage Manor 
Apartments in 2001. 

The mission of the Rosalie Rendu Center aligns with Sally’s values and beliefs. 
Her volunteer activities and philanthropy involve community organizations that 
promote social justice – emphasizing fairness, kindness, and responsibility – as 
well as environmental education.

(continued on next page)

Aleja: A Motivating Force in the Classroom 
and a Dynamic Leader in her Community
By Michele Grason

Aleja has been attending ESL classes on Thursday nights at the Woodland Park 
Apartments for more than two years. Her curiosity and determination to learn 
have made her a standout in class. She is never afraid to ask questions, challenge 
the material, and help others understand. Even the teacher sometimes gets a 
gentle correction! 

Aleja’s enthusiasm and positive spirit are contagious, motivating her classmates 
to keep learning and improving. 

Over time, her confidence in speaking English has flourished, and she now 
mentors others with the same encouragement she once received. 

That growing confidence recently helped her land a job at Mega Mart, where 
she’s thriving and using her English skills every day. 

Beyond the classroom, Aleja serves on the Woodland Park Tenant Advisory 
Committee, representing her neighbors and helping make her community 
stronger — a true example of learning, leadership, and heart in action.

Learning English 
Empowers and 
Enriches Students’ 
Lives 
By Mina Ahmadi

Many of our learners arrive with limited 
vocabulary, difficulty with pronunciation, 
and a lack of confidence speaking in 
everyday situations. Over time, with 
consistent practice and encouragement, 
they begin to express themselves more 
clearly, understand conversations with 

ease, and participate actively in group 

discussions. Their progress is especially 

visible in their reading comprehension, 
writing skills, and willingness to 

communicate with others outside the 
classroom. 

The biggest change that I observe is their 

confidence. They are not just memorizing 
language—they are living it. They’re 
making decisions, solving problems, and 
connecting with people using the English 
they’ve learned. 

Some have started using English to speak 
with coworkers, write emails, or apply 
for jobs. Parents communicate more 
confidently with teachers, help their 
children with homework, and fill out school 
forms independently. 

They feel more comfortable ordering food, 
making appointments, navigating public 
services, and engaging with neighbors or 

new acquaintances. Their progress shows 

how language learning 

can transform both 
daily life and long-term 
opportunities.

(Left to right) Students Aleja and Gervacio, Michele (teacher) and student Miriam.. Teacher Mina Ahmadi



Helping Dreams 
Come True 
By Bob McClean

What do a German nurse, a Ukrainian 
visitor, and a Mexican gardener all have 
in common? 

They are just a few of the many 
individuals who have benefitted from 
the program under which Channing 
House resident volunteers assist 
immigrants through the Rosalie Rendu 
Center in East Palo Alto. 

The Center is currently helping about 150 individuals learn English, 
improve their conversational skills, prepare for job interviews, and pass 
citizenship exams and promotion tests. These students can take English 
classes at the Center during the day or in the evening. 

Whoever the client, and whatever the goals to be achieved, the tutors here 

are impressed by the one trait exhibited by all who are seeking help: their 
determination to get ahead through hard work, and make a better life for 
themselves and their families. 

Joanna Liston serves as the valuable link between the Center and Channing 
House volunteers, successfully matching those seeking assistance with 
appropriate tutors. The tutors that she has recruited meet their students 
here at Channing House for face-to-face lessons in conversational and 
written English. 

Dorothy Martinez, in the Lee Center, meets with a group of three or four 
Spanish speakers to improve their English skills and says, “Our hour allows 
time to learn and laugh together." 

Peter Stangl is currently working with a Ukrainian, Tatyana, helping to 
reduce her heavy accent so she can be more easily understood in spoken 
English. Peter's interest and ability in linguistics makes him the perfect 
teacher in this situation. 

My student, Anne, is a surgical nurse from Germany who needed to pass a 
written and spoken English exam before she could enroll in the necessary 
classes for her RN degree. She says, "I know the technical information; I 
just need to pass an English test to continue my course work." Good news! 
Anne's hard work paid off. She recently passed the test and is now studying 
for her RN. 

The students with whom Anne Marie Willis works are seeking employment, 
so she meets weekly with them, not only to improve their communication 
skills, but also to help them with job applications and interview techniques. 
The students themselves learn from each other in their weekly interactions, 
and Anne Marie says, "It's heartwarming to see their desire to increase their 
fluency in English." And the payoff? One of Anne 
Marie's students just got a job! 

Other Channing House volunteers include  
Bill Pflaum, Selma Hemiup, Kandis Scott,  
Mary O'Connor, Allan Chin, Sue Griswold,  
and Florrie Forrest. 

Dorothy Martinez, Lee Center 

resident, with two of her students. 

(CONTINUED) 

In addition to her work with the Center, Sally 

has been involved with Hidden Villa for nearly 
20 years, including serving multiple terms 
as board chair. She also volunteers with the 

Junior League of Palo Alto·Mid-Peninsula, 
where she served as board president for a 
year and as an Advisor to the Endowment 
Fund since 2010. Sally has also served on the 
National Advisory Board of the Haas Center 
for Public Service at Stanford. 

Sally’s education includes earning a BA in 
Human Biology at Stanford and studies in 
Accounting and Finance at The London School 
of Economics and Political Science.

Sally’s professional career in finance included 
work in Los Angeles and London. 

Outside of her volunteer commitments, Sally 
enjoys gardening with native plants, reading, 

solving puzzles, and day hikes in nature.

Sally and her husband Craig, whom she 
married in 1977, share a commitment to public 
service. Craig frequently lends a hand at 
events at the Center. Their son Sam is 31 and 
lives in Seattle, and their cat Lucy keeps them 
both hopping to meet her demands.

When asked what she would like readers to 

know, Sally said, “We appreciate very much 
the loyal and generous support for the Center. 
THANK YOU!” 

Never Miss  
an Update! 
By Melanie Yunk

We’ve learned that the short and sweet e-news 
stories that we issue throughout the year are 

sometimes bypassing your primary in-box for 
easy reading. Here is how to fix it!

Gmail Users

Drag a message from Promotions  drop it in 

Primary  click Yes when asked.

Outlook Users

Right-click a message in Clutter/Other  

choose Always Move to Inbox.

 Do this once, and you’ll always see our 
messages in your main Inbox!

Excerpts from an article published in the Channing House newsletter.


