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Tri-city children pair with
Times Union to build skills and
enthusiasm in Schenectady

T1re~e vears apo, Schenectady resident
Lori Cullen "7 was teaching English at
the State University of Mew York, Albany
and at the same tine home schooling her
som, Justin, “Children from the neighbor
hoad would drop by the house and, out of
curicsity, open Justin's texts to see what he
was up to,” Lom explains. These occasional
vigits stepped up in regularity; the children
started making it their weeldy—sometimes
daily—routine to solicit help from “Justin's
et with their weoting and grammar,
Lori mot only embraced the oppoertunity,
but encouraged it to grow.

As the children's enthusinsm for theze

ad hoc sessions mounted, Lori realized
thetr inberest was more than casual. She
otganized a field tap to the Times Ukion,
the Capital Region's chief newspaper. “The
students were invited to a news meeting,”
she says, “and the people at the Times wers
a0 impregzed, they asked the children o
do some writing for the paper—and they
wiere serious,”

Lori founded The Writing Center for the
Greater Capital RBegion, and since 2004
the Center has served children in prades
six through 1z from Schenectady and
surrounding areas. The Center not only
strenpthens woting skills, but through

2 Milgon Magazing

its partnership with the Times Union, it
pives its members a tagte of realworld
journalism in a way that classroom lessons
cannot.

A mentor from the Times works with each
chald im the program; the boys and girls
attend editors’ meetings whete theyll dis
cuss the news of the day and brainstorm
story ideas. Charged with their assign-
ments, students return to The Woting
Center to research, interview and wrile,
The children meet with their mentors
throughout the process to discuss and
revise their work, In addibon, a writer
from the Timees” features department leads
workshops once a week on topics liks
descriptive writing, interviewing skills and
journalism thics,
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“The fact that their mentors | from the
Tipnes] write [ora living drives the shy
dents’ interest in the field,” Lovi says.
“The experience is real-world in time and
in application. The chaldren realize that
professionals must revise their work many
times, which helps them understand
they have to do the same. They see that
the Times writers apply standards to their
work, and learn the importance of adher
ing to the same standards.

“[The Center] is open to anyone, and we
recruit aggressively in urban districts. I
came o Amenca from England with my
famnily, and we lived in a disadwantaged
neighborhood for o while. My writing was
what singled me out in school—it's what
allowed me bo leave that neighbochood, My
writing led me to A Better Chance, the pro
gram that eventually led to Milton, In start-
ing the program at The Writing Center, [
wanbed o reach out to childven who are in
challenging situations—dealing with diff
cult home lives or struggling in school, So
often these children will gravitate towards
basketball or music, but | oy to let them
know that they can use their words, which
cost them nothing, and that those words

conld help change ther Ines.



“Many children come into The Writing
Center thinking they den't have much to
gay, or that their stories aremt important,
They don't have confidence i what they're
doing, The best part of my work is watch
ing them discover their visices and gain

a sense of their own power, Even though
they're young, they're working in a profes
sional environment. They're taken seti-
ously, and in turn they take their work
seriously, They become comfortable inter-
viewing the president of a company over
the phone because they've gained credibil-
ity through their work.”

Students enjoy writing about the things
that interest them—Iike Earth Day, music
bands, their city's lack of skate parks,

and “kids and money.” & recent project
addressed what it means to be American.
As Lot explaing, many of the students at
the Center are from immigrant families.
Im a digcussion about culture, the children

talked abouit what they think it means to be
Jamaican ot African or Haibian in Amerca,

Cne finally asked, *Then what does i
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mean o be American?” Identified in their
bylines ag special contributors, students
anzwer that question in tns vear's July 4
1g51e of the Times Union, Maolly Shapiro
writes about comiort food and cullare;
Sammie (Muyede connects her American
and Kenyan rootg: Allegea Cullen recon
ciles her biracial heritage, using the texture
and "attitudes™ of her hair as a metaphor,

“Youth is always represented by other
peaple, by older vorces,” Lon says, “Here
at the Center and at the Times, we're
eztablishing a core of young, urban wrt-
ers embedded as part of the paper—as a
constant voice that helps (omify a sense of
divergify, These young voices are impor
tant, ag important for us 1o hear as for
them to speak.”
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