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CURATORIAL NARRATIVE

Galeria de la Raza presents Our Language, Our Story, a powerful photographic
exhibition by artist Joyce Xi in collaboration with the Asian Law Caucus. Through
striking portraits and deeply personal narratives gathered from immigrants across
the Bay Area, the exhibit asks: What does it mean to be seen, heard, and understood
in the language of your heart?

Conceptualized in 2023, this project was initially created to document immigrant
experiences and highlight the need for language access in everyday life. Expanding
from the first six stories exhibited at Yerba Buena Center for the Arts in 2024, the
project now encompasses more than 20 cultures throughout the Bay Area that are
reflected through their language and stories. In today's political and social climate,
this body of work celebrates and centers the fullness of these community members
and leaders; friends, family, elders, neighbors, co—workers, teachers, entrepreneurs,
artists, students, vendors, and people of faith. Together, they represent the backbone
of our communities and an essential part of our social fabric. These images highlight
the deep relationships we foster, and the joys and hardships immigrant communities
face living in an English-dominant society.

Over several months of interviews and visits to community centers, family
celebrations, neighborhood hangouts, and organizing meetings, Xi built relationships
with these individuals and listened to their aspirations, struggles, dreams, love, and
resistance. Visitors are encouraged to consider the experiences of immigrants and
refugees by reading their stories, listening to their language, and witnessing their
day to day lives. Our Language, Our Story affirms that language is far more than a
means of communication. It is a vessel of memory, a source of cultural continuity,
and a powerful assertion of self. To speak in your native language is to resist erasure,
to demand dignity, and to claim space.

Language helps you identify your people in a new place, it fills your ears with familiar
warmth.”

— Alejandra Oliva, Rivermouth




PRESENTING PARTNERS

ASIAN LAW CAUCUS

The Asian Law Caucus was founded in 1972 as the nation’'s first legal and civil rights
organization serving low-income, immigrant, and underserved Asian American and Pacific
Islander communities. Within that broad political umbrella are shared histories and stories, as
well as unique systemic inequities and barriers to justice and freedom for different ethnicities.
We are committed to serving the vast diversity of communities of Asian descent, including
Arab, Middle Eastern, and Muslim communities. Our fights for justice and equity are deeply
informed by and in solidarity with fights for liberation by and for Black, Indigenous, and Latinx
communities.

We bring together legal services, community empowerment, and policy advocacy to fight
for immigrant justice, economic security, and a stronger, multiracial democracy. Our work
is rooted in the San Francisco Bay Area and California and expands to states across the
country, including places where immigrant, Asian, Arab, Middle Eastern, and Pacific Islander
communities are rapidly growing.

GALERIA DE LA RAZA

Founded in 1970, Galeria de la Raza | Studio 24 is a non-profit dedicated to promoting Xicane/
Latine art and culture. Our “creative place keeping” ethos is rooted in social inclusion and
justice, where community arts are central to navigating the complex intersection of urban
development, social inequality, affordable housing, and the historical-cultural legacies
of communities of color. To implement our mission, the Galeria supports Latine artists in
the visual, literary, media, and performing art fields whose works explore new aesthetic
possibilities for socially committed art.




ABOUT THE ARTIST- JOYCE XI

Joyce Xi is a community photographer and activist based in the Bay Area. Her work
covers Asian American and immigrant communities, solidarity building, and social
movements. She makes photos as a way to envision and create a more just and free
world, and works in relationship with the people, communities, and organizations
involved. Her work has been exhibited across the Bay Area — most recently at the Yerba
Buena Center for the Arts and the Oakland Asian Cultural Center, in media publications,
and as part of advocacy campaigns. She was an awardee for the California Creative
Corps Initiative, which helped support the Our Language, Our Story project and exhibit.

ARTIST STATEMENT

| am an activist and human being before | am an artist. Photography is the medium
| use to bridge art, storytelling, and creating possibilities for a more just world. My
work aims to shine a light on people for who they are, encourage deeper connection
and reflection, and to question dominant narratives and structures in our society that
cause separation and harm. | want us to be more expansive about what our future could
look like.

My photography practice started as a way to document organizing and activism in the
Bay Area, and to share community stories that were often at the margins. | began with
relationships and communities | knew, and through that more relationships formed.
Historically photography has been an extractive medium, so for me it is important to
have the trust of those | am working with and to flip that dynamic—to use photography
as a tool for empowerment, agency, and creating fuller and more nuanced narratives.
My work and projects have often centered Asian American communities, solidarity
building, and various social issues as part of advocacy campaigns.

This project involved interviewing Bay Area immigrants and refugees about their
experiences with language and life, "hanging out” with them in their homes, at cultural
and religious celebrations, at community workshops, rallies, and more. This is where
the photos were made.

The idea for this project emerged in conversation with Niketa Kumar, who while at the
Asian Law Caucus noticed how policy conversations around “language access" were
often dry and filled with jargon. We wanted to breathe some life into the conversation,
to inspire a more back-to-basics understanding of why language is so important for
everyone, no matter where you are from. How it is inextricably tied to being our full
selves, to being understood, and to having a say over the decisions that affect

our lives.

As adaughter of immigrants, | could personally relate to the complexities of
navigating life in multiple languages, the adaptations, barriers, and losses
experienced in the process, and the comfort and joy of being in community
with those who share your language and culture.




ARIAM

Tigrinya, English

My first language is Tigrinya. It's an Eritrean language.
| feel more comfortable using Tigrinya than English.
It's been seven years since I've been in the U.S. I'm an
artist, writer, filmmaker, and performer. | was working
in national TV and radio [in Eritrea]. Since | was a kid, |
used to watch Hollywood movies. | always thought about
coming here [to the U.S.] and sharing my stories with the
film industry and working in the media. So | moved here
to start a new life.

When | write, when | do art, when | make films, | feel
joy. | want to produce more films, and | want to create
more storytelling events for my community and other
immigrant communities. | found so many similarities
with other immigrant communities as well. So | want to share my stories with different
communities and organizations.

We have abigcommunity inthe Bay Area. | have friends and relatives and community members
that | met here. We just visit each other. We have a church. We have restaurants, stores. We
have places to meet. | create storytelling events and film screening events to meet my people.
It feels like home when we talk our language. It brings up joy because we can express our
feelings without any problem, and we can talk [about] whatever we want in our language.
Language has some internal connection so we can enjoy our culture together. We can chat.
We can laugh. With your language, you can understand each other easily. That makes us very

happy.

We are an underrepresented community. For my community, when you go to any website,
when you try to find the Tigrinya language, you cannot find it. We have big numbers of people
who use Tigrinya, we're trying to put the language everywhere. In Alameda County, in Contra
Costa County, San Francisco, it's really hard to find the language. When | try to help clients
with getting housing services, most organizations don't have Tigrinya interpreters. At the
DMV, they don't have Tigrinya, so people have to take the test in English. We need to advocate
for our community to get access. | always work on that, on advocating for the community and
the people.

Listen to Ariam share

|‘,,,|||||,,,i| one of her poems in

Tigrinya.
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BUSHRA

Arabic, English

I came from Yemen as an asylum [seeker]. We came here
for freedom. I've been here for about 30 years. | have
been working at the Cross Cultural Family Center for
almost 18 years.

When | was doing my immigration case, it was difficult
for the lawyer to understand everything | was saying to
her. | would babble a lot and she would understand 20%
of what I'm saying. When | went to meetings, | wanted
someone to support me, to walk with me inside. It was
hard for me to go to the immigration office. It was a really
scary place.

Later this month, I'm going to go with a parent. She's doing her citizenship, and she’s like,
"l need your support. | need you to translate for me, but also | need your support. Just walk
with me.” And | say yes because | went through that. | wish | had someone then to hold my
hand.

It's different when you speak your own language. You speak freely. You don’t have to make
up words. In English, | have to look for words, to be sensitive, to not hurt people if they
misunderstand you... In Arabic, you speak freely. You speak your heart, you speak your
emotions. You speak with words but also with your hands and body. It's different with Arabic.
It's totally different.

Before anything, I'm a teacher. | was a teacher back in Yemen as well. | love to work with kids.
| love to make a difference in their lives. | hope for peace to exist on this earth. | hope for
people to understand what is happening in Yemen and Gaza. | hope for stopping blood, and for
childrento live their life in peace. | know adults do bad things, but children have nothing to do
with it. | work with kids. They are innocent and beautiful and have their own mind. We cannot
judge them when they are little. If we teach them well they will be okay. They need to live their
life in peace with their families... | know it is difficult, not only in Yemen or Gaza but around the
world. | just wish for peace. | hope people can open their hearts and minds. We are all special.
We are all human beings. | hope for people to understand each other, and other cultures.
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CHRIS

Vietnamese, English

My family came here after the Vietnam War in the early
'80s as refugees. They were sponsored to go to Florida,
then went to Alabama, and eventually migrated to Ohio.
A lot of places where there were zero resources for
Viethamese communities in terms of language. Growing
up as a kid I watched my family struggle with language
barriers, with judgement and with prejudice from others
because their English was broken.

When you're a kid, you know English, but you don't know
taxes. You don't know the words. When you're the middle person at a young age, it can be very
diminishing. Your parents expect you to translate. "You're supposed to know how to speak
English. Why can't you translate for me?". But, you just don't know the words. Sometimes the
topicistoo complicated as akid, as a 10 or 12 year old. You have to build tougher skin. You stay
focused on the words and being the bridge between whoever and your parents.

At Asian Health Services, our view on health encompasses more than just physical well being—
health also includes your mental and emotional health, which is affected by the community
you live in, how well you know how to navigate resources, and your quality of life.

The Community Liaison Unit (CLU) manages language access work for Asian Health Services.
What makes us unique is that we do mass outreach and advocacy work to educate our
community on various topics. When we do outreach with CLU, we make sure we bring folks
who speak the languages of those communities. We talk about topics and resources that are
underrepresented in the Asian community. We answer questions like "How do we stay safe
during extreme heat in the summer?” or "Where can | get a COVID vaccine and a COVID test?”

When you have language access, what becomes possible is that you truly can learn about the
minds, the concerns, the issues that communities are facing. Without speaking the language
or providing resources in their language, you don't really find out what's going on. When you
break that barrier, it starts the dialogue. | can tell people that there's a cooling center, but
because I'm in conversation with our clients, | also learn that they can’t get there.




CHRIS

Tiéng Anh, Tiéng Viét

Vao dau thap nién 1980, sau chién tranh Viét Nam, gia dinh tdi dén Hoa Ky theo dién ti nan. Ban
dau, ching t6i dudc bao 1dnh dén Florida, sau dé chuyén sang Alabama, va cudi cung dinh cu tai
Ohio. Khi 4y, & nhiéu ndi, hau nhu khong thay cé bat ky ngudn Iuc hd trg vé ngdn nglf cho cong
dong ngudi Viét. Khi con nhd, téi chirng kién gia dinh minh phai d6i mat véi nhiéu khé khan do rao
can ngdn nglt, dong thdi chiu nhitng dinh kién sai [éch va hiéu |am tUr nhitng ngudi khac vi von
liéng ti€ng Anh it 8i.

Khi con 1a mot dira tré, t6i biét tiéng Anh nhung khéng hiéu vé thué méa hay céc thuat ngif chuyén
mon ma cha me can. Viéc trd thanh ciu ndi gilta ba me va thé gidi bén ngoai khi con 1a mot dira
tré that su 1a mot dp luc 16n. Ba me thudng mong |a t6i dich dudc — “Con biét tiéng Anh ma, sao
khong thé dich dudc cho ba me?"” Nhung dan gian 1a tdi chua biét nhitng tif ngir d6. Mot s6 van dé
qué phuc tap déi véi mot dira tré & do tudi 10—12. T6i phai rén luyén ban than, tap trung tdi da vao
viéc truyén tai y nghfa va lam cau ndi giita ba me va ngudi ngoai.

Tai Asian Health Services (Dich vu Y t& Cong dong Chau A), chiing t6i quan niém rang stic khde
khéng chi gidi han & tinh trang thé chat lanh manh ma con bao gom ca chat lugng cudc sdng cula
quy vi vé phuang dién tdm than va cam xuc, von chiu tac ddng tif cdng déng ndi quy vi sinh séng,
kha nang hiéu va biét cach ti€p can dén cac ngudn luc hd trd cho cong dong.

Daon vi Lién két Cong dong (The Community Liaison Unit -- CLU) quan ly cac hoat ddng tiép can
ngdn ngil tai Asian Health Services. Piéu lam ching tdi n6i bat dudc thé hién qua céac hoat dong
quy mo — tuyén truyén ti€p can va van dong cong déng, nham nang cao nhan thic vé cac chi dé
thiét thuc ma lai it dudc truyén tai trong cdng dong ngudi chau A. Khi trién khai cdc hoat dong
nay, ching t6i ddm bdo cé su tham gia clia nhitng dai biéu thanh thao ngdén ngif ctia cong déng
dia phuong. Chiing tdi trao déi vé cac chl dé quan trong, tif cac bién phap an toan trong diéu kién
thdi tiét khac nghiét dén quyén tiép can vaccine va xét nghiém COVID-19.

Kha ndng tiép can ngdn ngill that su ma ra cc hoi dé hiéu dudgec nhitng méi quan tdm, nhu cau va
van dé ma cong dong dang déi mat. Khi rao can ngdn ngit dudc pha bo, cudc déi thoai mdi bat dau.
Ngudidan trd nén tu tin hon khi chia sé quan diém, dac biét khi cac chinh sdch méi dugc ban hanh
va thong tin ban dau van bang tiéng Anh.




Spanish

| worked at [the restaurant] Voodoo Love about three
years ago and it was very stressful for me. When |
first started working with [the boss] everything
went well. After some time, she started to show that
she was different from the image | had of her. It was
stressful. So sometimes | would not sleep due to
thinking about the things | had to do the next day.

She owed me money, but she disappeared. | called
her, | texted her, and she never responded. | had no money for my rent. With everything
that she owes me up until today, it's almost $12,000. She violated many of my rights,
such as my paid sick days and some of my breaks and lunches.

If TUWU, Trabajadores Unidos Workers United, didn’t exist, many people would be left
without being able to fight for their rights, without being able to claim what is owed
to them. | feel like it would make a big difference [if | had to fight my case in English],
because if someone talks to me quickly in English, | don't understand. It would almost
be like going to fight a war without weapons. | wouldn't know how to defend myself.
Maybe | feel it would be impossible. They help a lot because | feel like | can understand
the [wage theft] case a little more. | feel more comfortable because | feel | can express
myself more freely. | know that I'll be understood, and you will know what | feel when |
communicate it to you.

It's good to express yourself [in your native language] because it's the first language
you learn, and if you forget about this language, it's like you're forgetting your roots.

What motivates me is to see justice done, because | feel there is so much injustice.
Not only [in my job], but in other types of work as well. Perhaps through my testimony,
more people can raise their voices to claim and fight for their rights. Fighting for my
rights is something | didn't know about when | worked there. | didn't know about

my rights.




Espanol

Trabajé en [el restaurante] Voodoo Love hace ya como tres afios y fue algo muy estresante
para mi. Cuando yo empecé a trabajar con [la jefa], todo iba bien y después de cierto
tiempo pues, ella fue ensefando que era [diferente] de laimagen que yo tenia de ella. Era
estresante a veces, pues no dormia por estar pensando en las cosas que tenia que hacer
al siguiente dia.

Ella me quedd a deber dinero, se me desaparecid, le lamé, le mandé textos, y nunca me
contestd. No tenia dinero para mi renta. Con todo lo que me debe hasta hoy, son casi
$12,000. Violéd muchos de mis derechos, mis dias de enfermedad y parte de mis breaksy
lonches.

Si TUWU, Trabajadores Unidos Workers United, no existiera, mucha gente se quedaria sin
reclamar por sus derechos, sin reclamar por lo que es de ellos. Siento que seria una gran
diferencia [si tuviera que pelear mi caso en inglés] porque si alguien me habla rapido en
el inglés, no lo entiendo. Seria ir a pelear una guerra sin armas, practicamente. No sabria
como defenderme. Quizds, siento que se me haria imposible. Si, me ayudan bastante
porque siento que puedo entender un poco mas el caso [de robo de salarios]. Pues me
siento mdas confortable. Porque pues, sientocomo que me puedo expresar mas libremente.
Sé que me, pues me van a entender, y van a saber lo que pues yo siento cuando yo se los
comunique.

Es bueno expresarse [en su idioma natal] porque es el primer idioma que uno aprendid y
practicamente olvidandote de este idioma es como que te estas olvidando de tus raices.




FATIMA

Arabic

I've been here for 28 years in America. First, we
moved to Florida, and then we moved here to San
Francisco. My husband was a doctor, but he died. Me
and my kids were living together in Sanaa, in Yemen.
| raised my kids with no father.

Two years after | came to San Francisco, | was riding
the bus and the bus broke down. | didn't move
because nobody explained to me. | waited for the
bus to move or be fixed. | stayed and waited, waited.
Then, someone told me, “No, why are you staying here? You have to go across the
street or to another place to take the bus.”

| was scared. | just stayed there because | needed to go back home or go to the place
where | was supposed to go. | just waited and | was scared. | did not know any words
in English and | didn't know what to do. With time, | could figure out and take buses. |
now know how to go down to the Richmond District from the Tenderloin.

Even if there is no language, the neighbors [in my apartment building] eat together.
The Chinese, Russian, and Vietnamese neighbors all eat together. That's how we walk
and live together, as if we understand [all of] the languages. Sometimes we say, let's
eat at one of the community rooms. "Eat, eat.” Everybody understands that. Meeting
over food makes us happy.

One of my neighbors is from Armenia. I'll make a cake for her and will knock on her
door and say, "Oh, that's cake for you, mama!” She understands, “cake”, "mama”,
and she's so happy. She'll say, “Thank you!” She'll smile and she’ll do the same thing.
She'll give and say "eat"” and I'll say "Oh, thank you, mama.”

You can see from their eyes and feel their hearts. You live with and understand people.

It's much better when | speak my own language with someone and they understand
me. | speak all of my heart. Everyone loves their language. It's a blessing.
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FIFI

Swahili

| speak my language, which is Swahili, alongside
French and Lingala. When | arrived here, | came as
a refugee. We came here because of the war [in
Congo]. We were fleeing, people were dying, and
we encountered lots of hardship. That's why we've
come here.

| don't speak [English] well. My son was shot [and
killed]. When | go to court, | sit there and don't
understand what they are saying. | go to the hospital
and | can't understand. This is the challenge | am facing.

He loved to work. He liked doing house work, installing things. He also loved me as
his parent. He'd take care of me, take me shopping, buy me things. He made me
happy. Since he passed away, now I've lost everything. That child used to help me with
everything, even paying the house rent. But now that I've lost him, | don't have any
support by my side.

There is a very big problem because [of] the language. [If] you don't speak the
language, even the things you could do, you can't express yourself because of the
language. | am stuck in so many things that trouble me, all because of the language.
It really affects me.

[If | was able to speak English] | would want to ask about my child's case. To reach, if |
could, even the president. | could talk to him about my child who was killed. My son is
in the grave, in the soil, but [the person who killed my son] is in prison and his family
still comes to see him. | can't see my son, you see?

It's the end of Ramadan. We were fasting and when the thirty days are over, we must
now celebrate. All the family members come, we eat together. Some come speaking
Swahili, others come speaking English. They all come and we share the meal
together. It's about joy and celebration.

It's good because it's about living well with others. That's what being family
is. People sharing together. It's the spirit of brotherhood.




FIFI

Kiswahili

Naongea lugha yangu ni Kiswahili na French na Lingala. Kama nilifika hapa, nilikuja kama
vile mkimbizi. Tulikuja juu ya vita. Tunakimbia, watu wanakufa, na sisi vile vile tulipata
shida sana na ndio kwa maana unaona tumefika hapa.

Ni kama kawaida juu lugha, siongei vizuri. Mpaka leo, nina mtoto wangu alipigwa masasi
(risasi). Nikienda court, nakaa court, sisikii mambo wanasema. Niende kwa hospitali
sisikiee, yaani ndio shida yenye niko nayo.

Alikuwa anapenda kufanya kazi. Anapenda kufanya kazi ya myumba, kutia ma...
mainstallation ya kutia vitu vya mnyumba. Na alikuwa anapenda mimi mwenyewe kama
muzazi, ananitosha, ananitembeza kushopping, ananiuzia kitu. ananifurahisha kama
vile muzazi. Lakini juu aliishakufa sasa ndio nimepoteza sasa. Juu yule mtoto alikuwa
ananisaidia, hata kulipa rent ya nyumba, ananisaidia kila kitu. Lakini nimepoteza, sina
tena usaidizi pale pembeni.

Na iko shida kubwa kutokana na vile... ni shida kubwa kutokana na vile, unaona, lugha,
hauongei lugha, na kitu kenyewe unaweza kufanya, lugha, hauongei kenye unapaswa
kufanya kutokana na lugha. Unaona kama mi nakuwamo vitu vingi venye vinanisumbua
sana kutokana kuongea lugha. lle inanisumbua sana.

Swala yenye mimi nilikuwa napenda kufanya, mimi mwenyewe hii swala nilikuwa na swali
yenye nilikuwa nayo nilikuwa napenda, juu ya kuuliza kesi ya mtoto wangu. Kufika, kama
naweza, hata president naweza nikaongea naye juu mtoto wangu walimwua bure tu,
hakuwa na, lakini kusema nipate ile audience, nimwone, tuongee naye hiyo kesi, waikate
vizuri kama vile mtoto wangu mwenyewe alikufa. Yule mwenye alimwua, alimwua bure, na
anakubali kama kweli alimwua, unaona? Lakini, kama uko uliua, utasaidia nini? Yeye aliua,
si ndio hivyo? Mtoto wangu yuko mkaburi kwa mudongo, lakini yeye anafungwa lakini
familia yake inakuja inamwona, mimi wangu sijamuona, unaona?

Ni muhimu juu, tulikuwa tunafunga, na zile siku thelathini zenye tunamaliza nilazima sasa
tunafungua. Wale wa familia wote wanakuja tunakula, wenyewe wanakuja wanaongea
Kiswahili, hata wenyewe wanakuja wanaongea English, wanakuja tunachangia juu ni wa.
Ni kawaida, ni kufurahi tu.

Ni vizuri juu, ni kuishi na watu vizuri. Ndio undugu. Watu wakichangia. Ndio
undugu.




GUADALUPE

Yucatec Maya
(Interpretated from Spanish)

[With Trabajadores Unidos Workers United] | am
an advocate for workers who have work-related
problems. | like to help them so that they know their
rights. | like to do this work because | want them to
know to not be afraid to defend their rights.

In my work, because | speak more Mayan than
Spanish, it's hard for me. When people speak to me
in Spanish | can try to understand, and not knowing
a lot of English makes it even harder because
they speak to me in English. | had a job where the
language barrier was a problem because I didn't understand them in English. I'm more
Mayan than a Spanish or English speaker, and so they told me that | didn't have a job
with them anymore because | didn't understand them.

| am motivated because of the situations that | have gone through, asin the case of the
jobthatllost. At least, to make them understand by showing them what | went through
so that they do not have to go through those situations that | personally experienced.
| would like my community to have the opportunity of developing themselves and to
not be fearful or afraid. Let it be something truly good for us as a Mayan-speaking
community here.

It's very important to be understood in our language, particularly in this community
herein San Francisco, because we're alarge Mayan community thatis living in the city
now. It's important that we have at least one way of communicating with other people
so that they can understand us and we can talk with them. [When communicating in
Mayan] | feel safe. | feel confident because | know that this person is understanding
exactly what I am saying.

It's very important to me that the San Francisco community know the Mayan language.
We are a big community now. Also it's important that we're given more opportunities
to work and do other things here in San Francisco.




GUADALUPE

maya yucateco
(Interpretado al espanol)

Soy promotor [con Trabajadores Unidos Workers United] para los trabajadores que tienen
dificultades relacionadas con el trabajo. Me gusta ayudarlos para que ellos sepan sus
derechos. Me gusta realizar este trabajo, porque yo quiero darles a saber que no tengan
temor de defender sus derechos.

En mi trabajo, cuando hablo, [porque] hablo mas maya que espafiol, se me dificulta, trato
de entenderlo en espaiol y el hecho de no saber mucho el inglés o espafiol se me dificulta
a veces porque me hablan en el idioma inglés. Ese problema tuve en un trabajo por la
misma situacion de la barrera del idioma, no les entiendi en inglés y soy maya, hablo mi
lengua natal, mds que hablar espafiol o inglés [hablo maya], entonces me dijeron que ya
no tenia mas trabajo porgue no les entendia.

Me motiva el hecho de que por las situaciones que yo haya pasado como en el caso de mi
trabajo que perdi. Por eso yo siempre invito a mi comunidad a que también se unan, lo
tratende hacer. Almenosdarlesaentenderaelloscomoyo,comomotivodelassituaciones
gue yo pasé, que también ellos no pasen esas situaciones por las que yo personalmente
he vivido. Me gustaria que mi comunidad tenga la oportunidad de desarrollarse, de no
tener el temor o el miedo. Que sea algo realmente bueno para nosotros como comunidad
maya hablante aqui.

Es muy importante que nos puedan entender en nuestro idioma, sobre todo en esta
comunidad que estamos aqui en San Francisco porque hay mucha comunidad maya que
vivimos actualmente en esta ciudad y es importante que tengamos al menos un tipo de
comunicacion con otras personas que nos puedan entender y platicar con elles.

Esimportante paramiquetambiénlacomunidadenSanFranciscoconozcaelidiomamaya.
Somos una comunidad ya grande y para que también se nos habran mds oportunidades
de trabajo y otro tipo de oportunidades aca en la ciudad de San Francisco.

Escucha una grabacién en maya
l""|||||'"il yucateco de Asociacion Mayab.




HSER PAW

Karen

| am Karen, and | speak the Karen language, which
is my native language. | was born in the Karen State
of Burma and when | was 5 years old, both of my
parents passed away and my uncle had to raise
me. | attended school in the village until 9th grade.
After that, the Burmese military forced the villagers
torelocate to the city. During that time, many Karen
villagers moved to the city, but my uncle who raised
me took his family and me to travel to the refugee
camp in Thailand. After that, | moved to the U.S. due
to the war and ethnic conflicts in my homeland.

We are blessed to be inthe U.S. where we can practice our culture and traditions freely.
It's important for us to speak in Karen, sing in Karen, worship in Karen, and read in
Karen. It's our responsibility to make sure my children and my community’s children
fully participate in cultural events. Our past generation had to fight long and hard to
ensure our Karen culture was never destroyed by the Burmese military. It's important
for our children to learn about the dance, the music, the song, the language, and the
traditions.

One time, | was riding the bus with my two daughters. The bus was tight and | wanted
to tell the guy next to me, "Excuse me.” | thought it was "Kiss me."” So, | said, "Kiss me."
The guy was like "Really?!" And | said, "Yes!" And then, he kissed me on the cheek and
| was like eww.

| thought he was going to move, but instead | thought to myself, why did he kiss me
when | asked him to move? When | went home, | asked my son, “"How do you say excuse
me in English?"” He said, "Excuse me."” Oh, because | said, "Kiss me."” *laughs a lot* It's
very challenging to not speak English. It was better for him to kiss me than hit me! |
meant to say excuse me, | accidentally said kiss me.

When | have aconversation or want to make a joke, | feel so much [more] energetic
and enthusiastic when | speak in Karen because | am fully expressing what |
want to say. People will [understand] and laugh. It is difficult to make jokes

in English. If I do, | don't think people will laugh.
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JOSSELINE

Spanish

| am the mother of three, two girls and a boy. | live
with my husband, my mother, and my sister. | am
from El Salvador. The reason | immigrated from my
country was problems due to threats. And for my
family, for my children.

When | had just arrived, | dealt with hunger because
| was too scared to talk. | was embarrassed to talk
aboutit.Becauseit'sverydifficult not tounderstand
the language. | continue to have problems with the
language.

| have been looking for work for over a year. One of the first times | went looking for
work, when | got there, the woman who was in charge didn't want to take care of us in
Spanish because we didn't speak English, and the woman did speak Spanish. But they
left us standing there, they didn't turn around to look at us, they didn’t acknowledge
us, and they left us there for not speaking English. | was there with a friend, and we left
feeling completely hopeless.

[When | can communicate in my primary language] it feels great, because you have
more confidence, you can speak to the person, express yourself. It feels great when
someone understands you well. You feel like you're at home... It feels nice to help
others, because of what I've been through. | think about what they might be feeling
when people don't understand them in their language or when they don’t understand.
Because of my personal experiences, | try to help the community.

The way they see immigrants; they should treat us all the same, because we are all
equal, we are all human beings. Maybe we weren't born here but we all have the same
feelings. | would like for this change to happen, for us all to be treated the same and if
there is a resource for one person, that it might be available to all people.




JOSSELINE

Espaiiol

Soy madre de tres, dos nifias y un nifio varén. Vivo con mi esposo, mi mamay mi hermana.
Soy del Salvador. La razén por la que emigré de mi pais fue por problemas por amenazas
y por mi familia, por mis hijos.

De recién llegada yo aguantaba hambre por no hablar porque me daba miedo. Me daba
pena hablarlo. Porque el idioma, pues es bien dificil no entenderlo. Sigo teniendo
problemas con el idioma.

Ya voy casi para un afno buscando trabajo. Una de las primeras veces que fui [a buscar
trabajo, cuando llegué], la muchacha que estaba atendiendo al personal no nos quiso
atender en espafiol porque no habldbamos inglés, y la muchacha si hablaba espafiol. Pero
nos dejaron paradas, no nos voltearon a ver, no nos saludaron y ahi nos dejaron por no
hablar inglés. Fuimos con una amiga y salimos sin esperanza de nada.

[Cuando puedo comunicarme en mi idioma natal] se siente bien porque uno tiene mas
confianza hablar con la persona, poderse uno expresar es muy bueno que alguien lo
entienda bien. Se siente como en casa... Se siente bonito ayudar a las personas porque
pienso en codmo se sentirian ellos por lo que yo he pasado que no las entiendan en su
idioma o que no entiendan. Por experiencia propia, uno trata de ayudar a la comunidad.

La manera de como miran a los inmigrantes; deberian tratarnos igual que todos, porque
yo siento que todos somos iguales, todos somos seres humanos y tal vez no nacimos
aqui pero me imagino que todos tenemos los mismos sentimientos y me gustaria que
hubiera este cambio, que nos tratara por igual, que el mismo recurso que va a haber para
tal persona fuera para todos.




KO

Karen, English

My native language is Karen, a native language
from Burma. When | came to the U.S. from Burma
in 2011, English became my second language. | am
Karen American.

My family immigrated to the U.S. due to a civil war
that was erupting in Burma. When | was six years
old, | fled my village in the Karen state in Burma. |
remember vividly that my dad held me above his
neck and my mom was pregnant with my younger
sister. We were on the run. Behind us was bombing, airstrikes, shooting, killing. | could
hear children crying and people were screaming. Houses were burnt down. Churches
were burnt down. We had to travel from our village to the refugee camp. It took us
three days with limited food, water, supplies, in order to survive.

My family immigrated to the United States with no English, no access to resources.
Thanks to Lao Family Community Development, we had one Karen case manager who
was able to help us fill out food stamps, aid paperwork and provided support for us
navigating the system and navigating the resources here.

lamthe president and chief executive officer of the California Karen Youth Connection
(CKYC). We were founded in 2014. Our purpose is lifting up the Karen community and
Karen youth so that they can be strong leaders within their community and the state
of California.

Having these kinds of community spaces and resources is very important. If every
community has support, then Oakland will be a much more beautiful, peaceful, and
safer place.

Being able to experience togetherness in one's common language is so critical
because you are able to share your authentic feelings and your authentic self. You
are able to display your fullness of what you want to say. We want our youth to be
able to speak Karen too...0f course, learn English, but do not forget your language. As
community leaders, we have an obligation to teach our youth and young adults

to learn their language so that one day, the children will continue to keep
speaking our language. When my parents are gone and I'm gone, | want the

legacy to carry on.
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MA

Rakhine

Whenlfirstarrivedin America, therewere
people who invited me to have lunch and
dinner. They invite us when they have
events like birthday parties, and we also
invite them when we have birthdays or
other celebrations. They invite us to their homes for meals, and we also invite them to
ours. We talk, laugh and have a good time together. That's how we become a community.

| work in a sushi restaurant, and also | work in a Lucky, the deli department. Since |
have been working, | am starting to lose fear and | am starting to feel more comfortable
communicating with people. It is starting to feel like this is my village.

| work with people who speak Spanish, so they also speak English as a second language.
| see that they are learning too, and | feel motivated to learn more English with them.

There's a civil war going on in my country. | want others to know about the suffering, the
people fleeing in hunger and desperation, the burning down of our homes, and how even
if they return, they have nothing left. Some people have also died or gone missing.

Because my family is still there, knowing that they are suffering and having to leave
our home behind, fleeing from place to place without enough food or water, | feel a lot
of pressure, worry, and anxiety about them. | am not in peace thinking about it. Just
knowing that they're not in a stable place, that they are fleeing the home where | used to
live, | am very sad. Even though I'm in a good place, | don't have peace of mind.

| have a lot of hopes. There are a lot of hopes for my family. | don't feel strong enough to
have all the hopes since | can’'t speak the language, speak English. | want to work a lot.
If | can work, me and my husband will be able to buy a house. We will garden and grow
flowers and vegetables. My hobby is gardening. With a little more money, we are going
to have kids. | have a lot of hopes for my family.
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MUZHGAN

Dari, Persian, Pashto, English

| live in San Francisco and I'm studying political
science. Before, | was living in Alameda, and before
that, | was living in Afghanistan. | was born and
grew up there. Life in Afghanistan was good, but
not very safe. Most of the day there were bombs
and explosions everywhere. Unfortunately we had
to leave the country because it wasn't safe for us.
We left Afghanistan after the Taliban took over the
country.

| have been in the U.S. for three and a half years. | didn’t know English before coming
here. Talking with people, buying stuff, life was so hard. They put me in school and
people were speaking English and | wasn't able to speak English. | pretended to
understand but | didn’t understand. Even now, there's a lot of things people are saying
and | pretend | understand but | don't.

They gave us computers to use. | never used a computer back home...At the beginning,
| was arguing with my teacher. "Where's my book? Where's my notebook? | cannot use
this computer.” It's so hard for me. They were like, “Oh we don't have notebooks or
books, just computers.” They said, “"Oh, you have to submit your homework on Google
Classroom.” | was like, "What's Google Classroom? What does submit mean?" There
were a million things that were so hard...I'm learning everything. | struggle a lot.

| think everybody who is speaking a language, they have their own personality. Like
English makes them one personality and another language makes them the other
personality. In my language, I'm very, very funny. | can make a lot of jokes. | can say a
lot of things or emotions. In English, it's kind of hard. | speak four languages and so
I'm like four people.

My hope is to become a lawyer. My goal is to help other people, my Afghan and
American family. This country is my second home. | hope everyone can be happy and
have opportunities and achieve their goals. For Afghan people, | hope they will have
peace, independence and freedom. | hope girls will have education rights. | hope girls
will be able to go to school and live free in their own home.
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NORMA

Mixteco, Spanish, English

Growing up, me and my family worked in the
fields. As a child of farmworkers and then also as a
farmworker myself, | experienced first hand many
of the abuses that happen in that type of work.
[Joining California Rural Legal Assistance] was
really an interest in working with that community
and helping them enforce their rights. Language
justice is a key component of the work.

For Indigenous communities from Latin America,
there's an expectation that individuals should be
able to speak Spanish, but that's not always the case. When | came to the US, | only
spoke Mixteco. I didn’t know Spanish, | didn't know English. | learned both at the same
time when | started school here in CA. At home, Mixteco was the primary language.

| saw the teasing that would happen towards my parents because they spoke a
language that sounded very different — it wasn't Spanish, it wasn't English. Being a
3, 4,5 yearold, | remember those looks they got from people. A look of "oh that looks
really weird” or "that sounds funny.” Your perception as a child when you see your
parents in such a vulnerable position is really disempowering, not just for you but also
for your parents. You want to see your parents as your fierce advocates, the folks who
can navigate everything for you.

| think most folks who are Indigenous residing in California from Latin America have
experienced, at some point in their life, linguicism, discrimination based on their
language. With a lot of Indigenous communities that have settled in California, those
communities’ experience with discrimination and linguicism started back home. It is
very critical that we recognize that history and that we strive to do better.

Everytimewe are engagingwith familiesin our services and there’'s avalidation of their
language needs, a respect and a dignified process for providing interpretation, the
meaning all that gives is that your language is worthy and something to be respected.




NORMA

Mixteco, Spanish, English

Listen to Norma in Mixteco from
San Miguel Cuevas, Juxtlahuaca,

|‘...|||||,.,i| Oaxaca, Mexico.

English translation below.

The longer we were here, | felt like our language was getting lost. At about five | stopped
speaking Mixteco. Because of the discrimination, the teasing, the stares at the family
when we were at the grocery store, at church, at work. That all conveyed to me, that for
me to fit in and not stand out, | would have to stop speaking the language. That was the
message | got as a five year old. | know I'm not the only one who has experienced this.
Sometimes | struggle with guilt at giving into the system, not being stronger at fighting
off the pressures of society to stop speaking my language. But now as an adult, | try to
turn that into compassion. First of all, | was five years old.

What would it have looked like to have schooling that was trilingual, that helped me
appreciate the value of being able to speak three languages. What would it have looked
like for me as a five year old to go to the clinic, to the doctor, and not have to be expected
to translate for my parents. That my parents could communicate. At that age it felt like a
hindrance, like a weakness, but now | don't feel that way at all. It's the complete opposite.




PAW PAW

Karen

| completed 4th grade at the Thai-
a Burma refugee camp before coming to
N the U.S. When | came to the U.S., | was
| i 16 years old, and | had the opportunity
to attend Oakland International High
School. | faced enormous challenges,
including speaking in English, building
relationships with friends and teachers. At the parent-teacher conference[s], | did not
fully understand what the teacher said, and | couldn’t explain it well to [my parents] in
Karen, but | tried my best.

| could not understand the language and the homework assignments given to me. | had
to ask my Karen friend to help me. Sometimes, | felt emotional, | felt down, lowly, and
hopeless because | felt like all my classmates who learn fast are the smartest.

| am so glad to be in the U.S., but | never forget my Karen culture, heritage, and [will
always] celebrate my roots. We celebrate the Karen New Year once a year to lift up
our Karen culture, traditions, dances, and performances for other [ethnicities] and
nationalities. This is another way to promote and preserve our Karen culture with food,
dances, and dress.

My children do speak Karen a little bit, but not well. My oldest son is in first grade. He
came home one day with his homework. He asked me to explain the assignment to him
in English. | tried my best to explain to him with all the English | have. But, he said,
"Mommy, | don't understand your English. | only understand my teacher’s English.” So,
this is a challenge for me.

It's extremely important to preserve my culture. | want my children and their children
to maintain and preserve the culture and the traditions | practice. Looking back at my
parents’' generation, they had to work extremely hard to protect and hide their culture
because once the Burmese military [saw] their dress, attires, written history, or

art pieces, they [would] destroy them all. | want my children to know their

family heritage, traditions, and history.
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PINJUN

Mandarin

| immigrated to the United States from China because
my child was studying here. His mother came first in
2016, and later, in 2017, she applied for my child to join
her. A child needs his father’s love and care, so | wanted
to immigrate as well.

Sometimes, when | am out interacting with others, it
can be very awkward. When | can't understand, it makes
me frustrated. When | first arrived, | didn't understand
English, and my child’s English wasn't very good either.
However, over the past two years, my child has grown
rapidly and adapted very well to English. Sometimes, when we go shopping, my child acts as
my interpreter.

| work at the baseball stadium, mainly making fried and grilled food. The food we sell at our
stall is very popular, so we always have many customers. Occasionally, customers come and
ask what ingredients are used in a dish, what toppings are on it, or what’'s wrapped inside, or
they have specific requirements for their orders. In these cases, communication becomes
challenging because | can’t properly communicate with them.

Sometimes, when my company sends messages entirely in English, | use my phone to
translate them into Chinese. However, translation tools have their limitations. Sometimes,
the translation does not fully match the actual meaning being conveyed. When | need to give
out a response at that moment, what else can | do?

Some people speak Chinese [where | work]. Some [people] do not speak Chinese at all. Since |
don't understand what they said exactly in their spoken language, | can only rely on intuition
and physical gestures. When it comes to doing the job, | feel that we actually work together
quite well. We have established an implicit understanding between us.

I'm already over fifty years old. My hope is to have a stable job and to create a good living
environment and education for the next generation. Of course, we also need to make changes
ourselves. Otherwise it will be difficult for us to survive and live here for the rest of our
lives. Without basic English skills, we will face even greater obstacles in the future.

So | plan to take more English courses and practice more to adapt to this society.
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RAVANN, RAVY,
& SIMOEUN

Khmer

Ravann (daughter): | live with two of my
kids, husband, and both of my parents.
We live together in one household.

| think living in the U.S. can have lots of advantages, like the freedom of expression
and being my own person. However, it can still be hard to get used to the culture, and
learning the language. For me, it is hard to speak and to interact, even going to the
market. Everything is hard. This is coming from me who knows a little bit of English. So
for [my parents], everything is challenging.

Four years ago, when [they] first arrived in the U.S., | wanted them to come to CERI
and join their groups. They worried a lot about communicating with others. Now, every
week, when it's their group, they can’t wait. Because they have a community where they
speak the same language and have the same culture. It gives them a sense of belonging.

Simoeun (dad): [The language barrier] affects me a lot because my grandkids speak
English and when they talk to me, | cannot understand.

Ravy (mom): Even my neighbors, they all speak English so it is hard to interact with
them. Everything is hard [dealing with language barriers].

| feel relief every time my daughter takes me to CERI and I'm with community. Before,
| found it very difficult to go to places or leave my house, but now | am able to come to
CERI to be with the community. | found CERI and now | feel like | belong.

Ravann: Whenever | go to the supermarket and | see another Cambodian, | get all excited
and happy. Even if they don't recognize me or know me before, | still want to say hi
and interact with them.

Sometimes, when this happens, my mom would jokingly ask me if | know this
person and | say, "no, but | hear them speak Khmer."
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SAVETH

Khmer

For me, it makes me very happy if someone
speaks Khmer to me. If they speak English, | don't
understand what they mean and it makes it very
difficult, difficult in the chest. We want to speak
about our true feelings, but we can’t because
they don't fully understand. We want to express
everything, but we can't do it all. Interpreters
don’'t have time, and it could be too long for them
to translate everything.

[It is important] to find someone who knows the language for help. I'm very happy
where | live right now. Upstairs and downstairs, [the tenants] are all Khmer. | have a
difficult time [trying] to learn and memorize [English], and it is very hard.

When speaking about my sad past, it's hard to control my tears and | get choked up.
That is why | like to talk about current happy events. Everytime, | meet new Khmer
people. | tell them about Center for Empowering Refugees and Immigrants (CERI). At
CERI, there are Khmer staff. They are fluent in English and Khmer. Go there! It will be
a lot of fun. There is also food that is shared with everyone. Coming here is like a big
family, one home. [Also, CERI has a type of love language through food.]

In the past, we struggled with lack of food during Pol Pot times. But now, we buy
groceries and make food to share. This is more fun than eating alone. When my health
is good, | like to cook. I don't like to eat by myself. | like to share with others. The elders
are the same. When they cook, they like to cook big dishes to share with everyone. We
don’t care about nationalities. Anyone who is part of this place, we welcome them to
eat together. During an event, anyone who can cook will bring big pots and dishes to
share and eat together.

Before, my life was very difficult. But since | know this place (CERI), | feel more happy,
coming here and meeting all the elders. My life is alive again. Everyday | am happy
because of CERI.
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SOPHAL

Khmer, English

| came from Cambodia. For the Cambodian
population, my generation, my mom’s generation,
we survived the war and genocide.

[When] my mom told us, time to escape from
Cambodia, we have to go. | said, “go where?" She
said, "United States.” | had never heard of the
United States. Never seen the map of the United
States. | said, "Where is the United States?” |
didn't speak a word of English. We did not have
a globe. During the wartime, everything got destroyed. All | know is that we have to
cross the Pacific Ocean. All | know is that it's a long way.

When | first came here and took my son to the children’s hospital, the lady who spoke
Khmer and did medical interpretation for me... it was so important at the time. | didn't
speak any English. For her to translate the information that | gave to her accurately
and she relay[ed] it to the doctor, it was so intriguing. | kept thinking in my head, this
isajoblwanttodolateronin my life when | speak English fluently. It was so good that
she talked on behalf of me and my son got his vaccinations done. | was so grateful. |
was always dreaming, | wanted to do her job.

I'm an outreach worker [at Center for Empowering Refugees and Immigrants (CERI)].
The word healing is so powerful. Coming to CERI myself, that's part of my healing too.
It's not just the community. It's mine included. | said to the group members, you know,
coming here and chit chatting with you, sharing our past, sharing our trauma, sharing
our loss. And the love, and having our kids. We also share that, if it had not been for us,
our children, we laid out the carpet for them to walk on.

We always greet them in their language. It makes them feel like they’re at home. When
we finish our groups, we hold hands in a circle and sing Cambodian songs. That makes
them feel like this is their second home. Then we can eat lunch together. That's the
culture at CERI.
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TEKLEMARIAM

Tigrinya

I'm from Asmara, Eritrea. When | first came and
joined the adult school, they asked me what kind
of job lused to have and | told them that | had been
working in construction. They said they would
teach me for three months and they would get me
a job after. Before the three months, | moved to
another place.

When | moved to a new place, the school there
didn't have the same program. With the asylum
case and my age, it was better to retire. If | knew
the language, | would stop taking government benefits, and | would prefer to work.
They wouldn't say you are not able to work because you are too old if | spoke the
language. They both go together, the age and language.

Not being able to speak the language is very hard! If you go somewhere and you are
not able to speak the language, how can you communicate with people out there? A
lot of people think | speak English and they come and talk to me, and | act like I'm deaf
and they walk away.

Our language makes us feel alive and reminds us who we are.

The [Eritrean senior exercise group] started with Ogbai and some other people. They
came up with this idea because we were locked up in our houses, we were not doing
anything. So, they found this place and this place gives us a sense of community and
freedom.

Instead of staying at home, the men and women can come here and hang out and
socialize. When we started this, the plan was no affiliation with politics, religion, and
gender issues. The aim was just hang out and socialize. This is a safe space for us.

What makes it great is because you don't have a job, you only stay home. The fact that
we come here for exercise helps us physically and the way they teach us also helps
us to meditate. If you are alone, you only think about depressing stuff. Here, you feel
refreshed.

| don’t know what people want to know about me, but all | know is people
love me and | love people.
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TITA AGIE & MICHELLE

Tagalog, English

Michelle: My mom moved here to San Francisco in 1995. | would oftentimes have to translate different
forms for her or translate when we would have parent-teacher conferences. Even though she has the
capacity to speak English, there's still a language barrier when it comes to thinking to your fullest
capacity.

| felt like | had to grow up fast. | just wanted to be a kid, hang around kids who didn't also have that
kind of responsibility. It puts a lot of strain on relationships. I've given myself a lot of grace now that
I've been able to study the reasons why people like Filipinos move here to the U.S. I've taken a lot of
Filipino studies and ethnic studies courses. As an adult now, I've seen knowing two languages more as
a skill and benefit, rather than a hindrance.

Tita Agie: In the Philippines, the neighbors know each other, but here in the U.S. the neighbors hardly
know each other. When | came here, | understood English but had difficulty expressing myself until
much later when | became more confident to talk in English. You have to learn how to rely only on
yourself.

My daughter Michelle invited me to a Mother's Day celebration last year at the Filipino Community
Center, and then it turned out eventually we were doing Zumba twice a week there. | started making
new friends. Together, we established a new organization which aims to help new incoming migrants.

Some people become very stressed and their mental health is affected. | personally experienced this.
My life changed because now | have new friends from Zumba and I'm able to exercise regularly.

Michelle: Having a community that speaks the same language offers the chance to learn from
each other, and to build, in Tagalog it's called kapit bisig which means arm in arm, hand in
hand. It allows communities to build unity and a stronger feeling of confidence in where

you came from, confidenceinbeingabletouse yourvoice, to speak freely without having

to cater to an English dominated space. Language access offers a tighter community

with the people you find yourself most comfortable around.




TITA AGIE & MICHELLE

Tagalog, Ingles

Michelle: Lumipat dito sa San Francisco ang aking nanay noong 1995. Madalas kinakailangan
kong mag salin ng iba’t-ibang mga form o magsalin kapag may kumperensya ng magulang at guro
o parent-teacher conference. Kahit na may kakayahang magsalita ng Ingles, may hadlang parin
sa wika pagdating sa pagiisip sa pinka buong kapasidad.

Ang pakiramdam ko ay kinailanan kong tumanda ng mabilis. Gusto ko lang maging bata,
makasalamuha ang mga ibang bata na walang ganoon na resposibilidad. Ito ay nagdudulot
ng tensyon sa mga relasyon. Nabigyan ko ang aking sarili ng madaming pagunawa ngayong
napagaralan ko na ang mga dahilan kung bakit ang mga tao tulad ng mga Pilipino ay lumilipat
dito sa U.S. Madami na akong nakuhang kurso sa Filipino studies at ethnic studies. Ngayong nasa
hustong gulang na ako, nakita ko na ang pagiging marunong sa dalwang wika ay isang kasanayan
at benepisyo at hindi balakid.

Tita Agie: Sa Pilipinas, magkakakilala ang mga magkakapitbahay, pero dito sa U.S. hindi halos
mag kakilala ang mga magkakabitbahay.

Pagpunta ko dito, nkakaintindi ako ng Ingels pero nahirapan akong ipahiwatig ang aking sarili.
Matagal pa bago ako nagkaroon ng tiwala sa sarili na magsalita ng Ingles. Kailangang mong
matuto na umasa lamang sa sarili.

Inimbitahan ako ng aking anak na si Michelle sa pagdiriwang ng Mother's Day noong nakaraang
taon sa Filipino Community Center at naging Zumba ito na ginagawa namin ng dalawang beses
sa isanglinggo doon. Nagsimula akong magkaroon ng mga bagong kaibigan. Sama-sama naming
binuo ng bagong organisasyon na naglalayong makatulong sa mga bagong dating na migrante.

Angibangtaoay nagiging sobrangstressed at ang kanilng kalusugan ngisip ay apektado. Personal
ko itong naranasan. Nagbago ang aking buhay dahil ngayon ay may mga bago akong kaibigan
galing sa Zumba at regular akong nag-eehersisyo.

Michelle: Ang pagkakaroon ng komunidad na nagsasalita ng parehong wika ay nagbibigay ng
pagkakataon na matuto saisa’tisa, at magbuo ng komunidad, sa Tagalog ito ay tinatawag na kapit
bisignaangibig sabihin ay magkakonekta ang braso at magkahawak ang kamay. Nagbibigay daan
ito para magkaisa ang komunidad at mas malakas na pakiramdam ng tiwala kung saan ka nang
galing, tiwala na kaya mong gamitin ang iyong boses, na malayang magsalita na hindi kailanang
makibagay sa espasyo kung saan nangingibabaw ang Ingles. Ang pag-access sa wika o language
access ay nagbibigay daan para sa mas malapit na komunidad na kasama ang mga taong
pinaka kumportable kang makasama.
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Khmu, Lao, English

| live in Richmond, CA and arrived here in 1975. |
came from Laos as a refugee because of the so-
called Vietham War. When the Lao, Cambodian
and Vietnamese governments collapsed, | fled to
Thailand. | believe | was the first Laotian family
to settle in Richmond, California in 1975 on
December 1. | also sponsored 24 families, Khmu,
Mien, Hmong, Lao families to Richmond and
trained people to sponsor others.

The language may not be [most] important, but
the information and knowledge is. Let's say someone is appealing the food stamps
process. If | just read and translate everything there on the paper, they will not
understand. | have to read the paper and explain to them in our terms, in our way.
Sometimes | have to go back to our ways in Laos. "You remember in the village council,
you have to appeal to the village council to reconsider their case. This is the same
thing, you have to fill in this form."”

The same thing as when | worked with Asian Pacific Environmental Network (APEN) to
organize the Laotians who do not speak much English. What's crucial is information
and knowledge about policy, about political processes, about how to move legislation.
But, if you don't have language, it's so intimidating. It's so frightening to go speak to
the City Council or a Senate or Assembly member. Even to speak to people at the store
[people] are scared. It is frightening.

But, when you sit down with people and speak their own language, and explain to
them the information and knowledge they need to know before they go up, and how to
prepare fromtheir heart, they can understand how a policy would help our community
and put that into their heart. Then, they can be a powerful speaker. They can give
powerful testimony. Even in Khmu.

I've been organizing my whole life. | always come back to that: information and
knowledge. People need to have that to speak, act, knock on doors, make
phone calls, anything. They have to get that in their heart.

To do organizing work, it is joyful, it is empowerment.
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YANFEN

Cantonese

| am a parent. Because we are a new immigrant family, my child faces many difficulties
at school. Sometimes, conflicts arise between kids because they can’t communicate
with each other due to language barriers. Many teachers also don’'t understand [the
situation] due to language barriers. My child is unable to express that he is not at fault
because he can't articulate himself properly. So he sometimes struggles to adapt to the
learning environment.

If | find myself in an environment where | don't understand the language, | feel very lost.
Especially when facing difficulties, | feel very uncertain and do not know who to ask
for help. If there were someone to help me in such a situation, | would feel very happy
and much less afraid... I'm most afraid of taking public transit. | can’t read the signs
or the station names. On public transit, if I'm lucky and see another Chinese person or
someone who looks Chinese, | feel less afraid. But if | can’'t communicate, | really don't
know what to do. Especially when going to distant places, if | get off at the wrong stop, |
really get scared because | can't find my way home.

Living in Chinatown we feel at ease. First we feel safe, second if we deal with any issue
or need help there are organizations who can communicate with us. | feel peace of mind
and am willing to live here. My community has nonprofit organizations like Chinese
Progressive Association (CPA), where | feel a sense of warmth. After coming to the U.S,,
| found support at CPA. They understand the challenges that recent immigrant families
face and are aware of the difficulties we encounter after arriving in the U.S.

The most important thing for me right now is to work hard and be self-sustainable.
When | come home from work, | want my kid to share his joy at school with me.

As long as my commute between home and work is safe, and our family stays
together, | will feel happy.
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