
June 9, 2016 

Dear NABE members, colleagues and friends, 

 In this issue of the president’s column, I would like to share an up-lifting story from a 

bilingual teacher and advocate for whom I have a great deal of respect. I hope that her 

inspirational story and the ones she shares about her students will affirm our passion as bilingual 

educators. I know that we all work very hard to support the mission of preparing all students to 

become bilingual/multilingual citizens who will become the future leaders in this global society. 

Below is a short autobiography of Charlene Fried who was recipient of the 1997 CABE 

Teacher of the Year and the 1998 NABE Teacher of the Year. Because of her passion in teaching 

bilingual students, Charlene is still a teacher Baldwin Park Unified School District, California 

after 40 years of teaching.  Additionally, she teaches part-time in the Credential Programs at 

California State University, Los Angeles and Loyola Marymount University.  

   ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

I am a bilingual teacher who has become who I am today as a result of my experiences 

with my students.  On the surface, I can proudly say that I am a teacher who has developed a 

strong, positive, and powerful curriculum.  I am a teacher who has won awards, been televised 

and published, made videos that have been shown all over the United States, have fought 

alongside CABE and NABE for the rights of our students to continue to study in their home 

languages while they acquire English, and to have the opportunities to become multilingual and 

multiliterate.  I am a teacher who has mentored, trained, and helped both students and teachers 

obtain their goals. I am a teacher who knows that none of this would have been possible without 

the love and support I have received from my students, and the opportunity to not only teach 

them, but also learn from them, grow with them, and love them.  I am a teacher who has had the 

opportunity to help develop a community right inside the walls of my classroom, a viable 

community that also reaches out and grows as it fights for social justice and finds its place in the 

world.  My students and I fight daily to break down the concrete walls that keep so many 

students marginalized; we break down the walls and re-build them with hope and action.  The 

events and experiences that have thrust me into a life-long career in bilingual education have all 

been the result of my own beautiful relationships with my students and their families. I attribute 

my own success to my students and feel both thankful and grateful to have been blessed with so 

many wonderful students over the years I have taught. 

 I was the CABE 1997 CABE Teacher of the Year, and the 1998 NABE Teacher of the 

Year. I was also an LA County Teacher of the Year, Bilingual Director’s Association Teacher of 

the Year, and the recipient of numerous other awards.  I attribute these honors to the numerous 

awards and honors my students have received.  My students have won numerous awards from 

CABE, NABE, LACOE, Bilingual Directors Association, LULAC, Hispanic National 

Scholarship, Questbridge Scholars, Ford/Pele Scholarship, Sister Cities Scholarship, Tzu Chi 



Scholarship, Abuelitas Scholarship, and many other organizations.  Currently, one of my 

students is studying math at Pomona College on a Questbridge Scholarship.  Several of my 

students are at a variety of UC campuses.  One of my students, Carlos Ochoa, became a 

professional soccer player in Mexico. My students have become professional musicians and 

writers.  Several of my students have become bilingual and dual immersion teachers.  My son is 

an AP Spanish teacher.  I have always been motivated by the passion and enthusiasm my 

students display in school; I feel proud to know they have all remained humble and continue to 

serve their own communities. 

 What motivates and inspires me each day are two of my former students, Jose Luis Perez 

and Rebecca Yu.  Jose came to the United States from Mexico City, Mexico, when he was 16 

years old. When Jose was nine years old, his father left his mother and six children in Mexico; 

almost immediately, Jose became the man and breadwinner of the house.  He came to United 

States to insist that his father return home to his family, only to find that he had a new wife and 

children.  Disheartened, Jose went to live with his uncle and became my student.  He was a 

bright and articulate young man; it took me three weeks to learn that he could not read and write 

well in Spanish.  He spent the next three years acquiring academic literacy in both Spanish and 

English.  His dream was to become a Spanish teacher.  His uncle told him he could not support 

him while he attended the university, and that is when my family and I invited him to live in our 

house.  Today, he holds two MA degrees, and teaches AP Spanish.  His success confirms deep 

inside my soul the reality that all students can succeed academically, socially, and emotionally 

and can accomplish their goals.  It confirms the importance of first language literacy while 

students acquire literacy in their second language.  Jose’s passion to teach reminds me every 

single day that all students can succeed. 

 Rebecca came from Beijing, China.  She lived with her birth father while her birth 

mother remained in China.  She was an exemplary student.  When she won the NABE Essay 

Writing Contest, we flew to the conference together.  While we were on the plane, she held my 

hand and told me she was so happy we were going to spend all this time with each other.  When I 

asked her why, she replied that we would have so much time to practice English.  I laughed and 

then she told me she was going to teach me Mandarin, too.  I have not been able to master the 

language; its’ tones confuse me.  I even took a semester of Mandarin, but the sounds continued 

to overwhelm me.  I have not given up hope. 

 Rebecca came to live with us, too, and we became a family.  She and Jose quickly 

bonded as brother and sister.  Rebecca graduated from UCLA with honors and started her career.  

Recently, we discovered that she has thyroid cancer; she had to have her thyroid removed.  She 

is recovering well, and we know she will triumph over this obstacle.  She has so much love to 

share with the world; we know she will conquer this disease. 

 I am a San Francisco native; after I finished my university studies, I started teaching in 

the Baldwin Park Unified School District, and I still teach there today.  I graduated from San 



Francisco State University with a degree in English and Public Speaking. I began teaching 

English, Theatre, and Public Speaking at Sierra Vista High School.  As many students began to 

cross the border from Mexico and settle in Baldwin Park, I set up the first bilingual program at 

the school.  I also obtained an MS in Bilingual Cross-Cultural Education from Pepperdine 

University, as well as a Bilingual Cross-Cultural Specialist Credential.  In addition to teaching in 

Baldwin Park, I also teach in the credential programs at both CSULA and Loyola Marymount 

University (it was right after I became the NABE Teacher of the Year that I was invited to teach 

at the university level).  I continue to study and train others; my dream is to provide all students 

with the opportunity to become bilingual and biliterate. My dream is for all undocumented 

students to continue to have equal access to the university and employment.  I have worked with 

many of my own former high school students at the university level, and this has made me feel 

so thankful for the opportunity to have been part of their lives.  Presently, five of my former 

university students teach side-by-side with me at my high school.  Our bilingual counselor was 

my student, too.  At my son’s school, there have been at least ten teachers, and one principal, 

who were my university students.  These connections are what drive my own career and continue 

to fuel my own passion and hope.  

I took a two year’s leave of absence to teach English to professors at the University of 

Valencia, Spain, and took an advanced Spanish language and culture studies program while I 

was there.  While I was in Europe, I traveled all over the continent, as well as Morocco.  After I 

became the NABE Teacher of the Year, I was invited back to Spain to study at the University of 

Salamanca.  After returning from Spain the first time, and teaching two more years, I drove from 

Los Angeles, California, to Puerto Limon, Costa Rica, shipped the car to Puerto Cabello, 

Venezuela, picked it up, and drove all the way to Chile, and then to Argentina and Brazil.  While 

I was in Brazil, I learned how to speak Portuguese.  I have traveled to Asia and the South Pacific. 

I have been to Australia, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, and Israel.  For many years my 

family and I have spent a lot of time in Akumal, Quintana Roo, Mexico, where I have had the 

privilege of working with young Mayan children and their teachers.  I have also learned a little 

bit of the Mayan language.  I am thankful for my travel experiences; I am thankful I have visited 

so many of the countries that are the homes of my students. 

When Jose was living in Mexico City, he used to ride the metro and get off at different 

stops.  He used to pretend he was traveling to different countries.  Now, he has traveled to the 

places he imagined as a child, and he is able to share his experiences with his own students.  For 

se years, he has taken students on trips to Europe and other places.  They will carry on this global 

seed he has planted in their hearts. 

Teaching and traveling continue to open my mind and heart to the importance of living as 

a warrior for social justice and equity in our schools. It is through the two that I have been able to 

fulfill my dreams and help to spread hope to others. It is through my teaching that I have been 

able to share with my students the importance of the maintenance and development of their home 

languages.  Honestly, it is my relationship with CABE, as well as NABE, that have shaped my 



life and provided me with the strength and hope to fight for the rights of my students.  During 

those years of Proposition 227, when we fought so fervently for the rights of our students to 

study in their home languages, it was my relationship with CABE that gave me the strength and 

courage to continue the fight.  I will continue to teach for a long time.  There is so much more to 

share.  There is so much more to learn.  I was just awarded the CABE 2016 Board Corazon 

award.  It is the word Corazon (heart), that truly drives my soul and permits me to wake up each 

morning excited to teach our children and help empower them to become the next generation of 

bilingual/multilingual global citizens. 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Through Charlene’s dedication and hard work, many of her students’ American dreams 

become a reality. I salute Charlene and all the bilingual educators who have worked tirelessly in 

making a positive difference in the lives of our bilingual/multilingual students. You are truly at 

the heart of NABE. I salute and thank YOU! 

 

You are NABE and NABE is us! 

 

Sincerely, 

Yee Wan, Ed.D. 

President, 2015-2016 
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