








































































































































Community-Word Project (CWP) 
Cultural Immigrant Initiative and Post-Budget Analysis – Hearing  

Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations 
 

TESTIMONY 
January 17, 2017 
 
Community-Word Project’s (CWP) Title 1 public school students in the Bronx and Queens are 
benefitting greatly from the Council’s increased allocations to the Cultural Immigrant Initiative 
(CII) in FY17. With a rising national climate that is hostile to immigrants, CII funding has been 
integral to CWP’s offering of culturally responsive arts education programming to students in 
NYC’s underserved neighborhoods. The need for CII-based programming for fostering 
understanding of immigrants and encourage immigrant students is stronger than ever. 
 
A recipient of City Council funding for more than ten years, CWP has been an initiative awardee 
annually since FY15. Increased funding in FY17 added significant value to our community-
based arts education, allowing us to reach 70% more students with CII-based programming. In 
FY17, CWP received the highest amount of CII funding in our organization’s history: a total of 
$60,000, with grants of $20,000 each from Council Members Cabrera, Constantindes, and 
Gibson. With the increased support, CWP’s arts education programs will reach 300 elementary 
through high school students in Astoria, Queens and 200 1st-6th grade students in the Fordham 
and Claremont neighborhoods of the Bronx. 19% of CWP’s students are English Language 
Learners. 91% of students are eligible for free school lunch. 55% are Latino, 26% African-
American, 10% Asian, and 9% Caucasian. 59% do not meet the New York State and City-
mandated standards in English Language Arts. Many struggle with the language barriers 
presented by recent immigration. All will benefit from CII-based arts-integrated learning. 
 
As the national climate toward immigrants has gained tension, the City of New York has proved 
a key leader in representing the interests of the diverse citizens of our great city. Increased CII 
funding has allowed CWP to facilitate responsive programming for our youngest citizens, whose 
voices are often the first to be silenced and the last to be heard on a public scale. With support 
from the CII, CWP can offer additional programming that encourages our diverse body of 
students, many of whom are immigrants, to imagine a future in which they see themselves as 
creative, positive, and engaged community and world leaders. In CWP class activities, students 
explore the work of contemporary and non-contemporary immigrant writers and artists with 
identities representative of the students in the classroom. As an example, last year CWP 
students at one school wrote a rap musical loosely based on the work of Lin-Manuel Miranda. At 
another school, students created a visual map of their countries of origin, which was featured at 
the school’s Annual International Festival. With CII funding, CWP is able to reach high-need 
students with an outlet for creative expression and arts-integrated learning that highlights the 
voices of immigrants and celebrates students’ diverse heritage. 
 
CWP’s work in New York City’s highest-need communities encourages and empowers the 
voices of the diverse youth we serve. Bolstered by funded from the Cultural Immigrant Initiative, 
CWP is able to meet a critical need for our students’ creative expression through the written 
word, music, theatre, movement, and visual arts.  
 
About Community-Word Project (CWP) 
 
Founded in 1997 by New York City native Michele Kotler, CWP inspires young people to 
read, interpret and respond to their world through classroom-based arts residencies and 
Teaching Artist trainings. 
 
Contact: Claire Tighe, Grants Manager, ctighe@communitywordproject.org / 212.962.3820 x 3 



 

TESTIMONY FROM THE CONRAD POPPENHUSEN ASSOCIATION  

                               AKA POPPENHUSEN INSTITUTE 

 

 

SUBJECT- CULTURAL IMMIGRANT INITIATIVE FY 16 POST BUDGET ANALYSIS 

 

The Conrad Poppenhusen Association in College Point, Queens, was fortunate to have received 

an Immigrant Initiative grant for FY16. This was due to the efforts of Councilman Paul Vallone. 

Those funds were for the purpose of establishing the “Cross-Cultural Sunday Afternoon 

Conversations” program in the culturally diverse community of College Point. 

Once a month from March through June representatives from various cultural and community 

organizations participated on panels at the Poppenhusen Institute to share their unique cultural 

and immigrant experiences, programs which they wanted to see implemented at the Institute 

and participated in the general exchange of ideas with other panelists and audience members. 

The goal of this program was to bridge the gap across cultural and other divides that might exist 

in the ethnically and culturally diverse community of College Point. 

March 20th Program – Representatives of the Native American, Chinese, Afghan, and German 

communities shared their culture and their individual experiences of living, working and 

socializing in the multi-cultural community of College Point. 

The panel discussion was followed by Native American storytelling, flute music and Stomp 

dancing. 

April 17th Program – Representatives from the Irish, Korean and Italian communities shared 

their stories and their culture. 

This was followed by the following: 

Ko-Art performed an exciting and lively drum performance and Korean dancing. 

Michela Mussolino – performed Italian songs and storytelling 

May 22nd Panel – Representatives from the Israeli, African American and Ecuadorian cultures 

participated. 

The subsequent cultural performances included: 

- The Kunqu Society performed a Chinese Opera, flute music and dancing. 



- Children of Wawakuna dressed in their traditional clothing performed several 

Ecuadorian dances. 

Breaking Bread – After each month’s panel discussions and performances, food from a 

multitude of cultures was served.  We found that when people sat down together and “broke 

bread,” racial, ethnic, religious, and other such barriers melted away. 

June 26th – A culmination of the “Cross-Cultural Sunday Afternoon Conversations,” event was 

held at Mac Neil Park, in College Point. 

The program included a performance by ventriloquist, Jonathan Geffner with the theme of 

brotherhood.  This was followed by Native American Intertribal Exhibition dancing by the Red 

Blanket Dancers and Native American storytelling by Tecumseh and Chief Reggie, who are 

direct descendants of the Matinecocks, the Native Americans that once inhabited the College 

Point area. 

Other performances at this culminating event included: 

- G.T.E.V. Schliechteler Stamm Dancers 

- Ko-Art Korean Drummers and Dancers 

- Ecuadorian Dancing and Singing by Wawakuna 

Free delicious ethnically diverse refreshments were available to all who attended the event. 

Historic Brochure – In addition to our “Cross-Cultural Sunday Afternoon Conversations,” 1,000 

copies of the Poppenhusen Institute’s historic brochures was printed in both English and 

Mandarin and were distributed at the June 26 event. 

Both the “Cross-Cultural Sunday Afternoon Conversation” and the new brochures assisted in 

promoting clearer lines of communication and better relationships between those who 

participated. 

Through this program which stressed communication, open dialogue and offered cultural 

performances, people were exposed to their own cultures, as well as the cultures of their 

neighbors.  Additionally, misconceptions were clarified and a greater understanding of those 

who might appear different from ourselves was encouraged, helping to dispel some 

stereotypes and prejudices. 

Our hope is that the conversation continued long after the program ended. 

If this program is refunded in FY17, our goal is to increase audience numbers, involve more 

youths as well as a trip to Ellis Island for our guests to learn more about immigration and 

diversity. 

 Thank you.                                                                 Susan K. Brustmann. Executive Director 

Testimony of The Conrad Poppenhusen Association aka Poppenhusen Association  



Testimony on the SECRET HISTORIES Arts Education Program 

implemented via the City Council’s Cultural Immigrant Initiative 

 
Ping Chong + Company’s Secret Histories is an arts education program inspired by Undesirable Elements, an 
ongoing series of community-specific, interview-based theater works by internationally acclaimed theatre artist 
Ping Chong and collaborators. In Secret Histories, students explore their personal, family, and community 
histories and develop personal narratives around themes of identity, place, and belonging. In collaboration with 
peers, teachers, and teaching artists, they engage in interviews, workshops in drama skill-building, and 
sequential writing activities. Over the course of a 20-session residency, students devise and rehearse an original, 
collaborative performance piece in which they express their stories and histories theatrically. The residency 
culminates in a public performance of their work for an audience of peers, families, and school staff. The 
program addresses K-12 standards in Theater and the Arts, and may be adapted to emphasize integration with 
English Language Arts standards, History/Social Studies standards, and other curricular content areas.  Our 
Teaching Artists work with classroom teachers to align the program with themes students are studying in class.   

Secret Histories promotes cross-cultural understanding and sensitivity to others who may differ from us on the 
surface.  As students share personal stories with their peers, they learn to embrace and appreciate their own 
and each other’s vulnerability and shared humanity, prompting strengthened senses of empathy and acceptance.  
Students also develop more confident self-expression and are personally empowered by experiencing their 
voices and stories as worthy of being heard, seen, and celebrated. The increased dramatic skills with which 
students leave the program are happy by-products! 

In the 2014-15 and 2015-16 school years, thanks to the generosity of Councilwoman Helen Rosenthal’s 
designations, Ping Chong + Company was able to implement the Secret Histories program in two public schools 
in District 6: PS 191 (Museum Magnet School) and PS 84 (Lillian Weber School of the Arts).  The program 
reached 150+ students across those two schools, yielding significant positive feedback from teachers, 
administrators, and students about the impact on children’s feelings of confidence, self-worth, cross-cultural 
respect, and personal pride. Some examples of feedback from students in these District 6 schools can be 
enjoyed below: 

“What I learned from Secret Histories is that where you are from should be nothing to be 
ashamed of.”  
–Destiny  

 “I learned from the workshop that everyone is different but also really alike.” –Dilara  

“I learned that our stories are unique and we should never hide them.”  -Kiara  

“The most significant experience for me was being able to show who you are. The most 
important thing I learned was emotional safety.” –Maxwell  

In 2016-17, we are happy to be expanding the program to additional schools or classrooms, given increased 
funding from the Cultural Immigrant Initiative.  The administrations and teachers of PS 191 and PS 84 are thrilled 
to welcome the program back for a third year, and we are exploring a potential partnership with MS 256 to 
expand the program’s reach in District 6.  

Ping Chong + Company extends our deep appreciation to Mayor DiBlasio, the City Council, Councilperson Helen 
Rosenthal, and the staff of the Department of Cultural Affairs for enabling us to bring this important and 
impactful program to public schools who would not otherwise be able to engage directly with such a program.  
More importantly, we are grateful for the opportunity to make a difference to students who are not typically 
offered a forum in which to explore their personal identities and learn that their voices and stories do, in fact, 
matter. 


















