
Surviving & Thriving 

Daisy’s Ambition Anonymous 

The day I met Daisy, she marched into the learn-
ing center, flipped back her long dark hair, and 
plopped a Pepsi and a big green paperback GED 
review book on the table. 

“I want to get my GED,” she said. “I’ve got 
this book.” 

I hated using the catalogue-sized GED re-
view books because they seemed overwhelming 
and intimidating. But Daisy was determined and 
so intimidating herself that I didn’t argue with 

Writing aggravated her even 
more than reading. She 
would dutifully complete 
short writing exercises, but 
she didn’t hide the fact that 
she hated them. 

her. I tried to 
guide her patiently 
through the mate-
rial, but most of 
what I said irri-
tated her. 

We suffered 
through three 
tense tutoring ses-
sions before I dis-
covered that I 
could make Daisy 

laugh. Though her frustration went deep and she 
would often swear and look at me with disgust, 
there were times when just the hint of a sweet 
smile would shine through. I noticed that she 
would get crabby in exactly the way a close 
friend of mine would—all out of proportion to 
the immediate situation. One day, when this hap-
pened, I couldn’t help laughing. Daisy looked 
up, surprised. In an instant I could see that she 
wasn’t offended. She heard herself and laughed, 
too. 

Daisy was short-tempered and tolerated no 
nonsense, which sometimes got her into trouble 
at her job as a server, but her determination 
served her well in her learning. She had learned 
some phonics in school and was good at using 
and building on this knowledge but, her vocabu-
lary was limited and her school experience was 

interrupted and insufficient. We began to use 
more accessible materials. She began to channel 
her irritation into breaking down the barriers of 
the words she didn’t understand. She would of-
ten figure out a word or phrase after she got 
mad at it. 

Writing aggravated her even more than 
reading. She would dutifully complete short 
writing exercises, but she didn’t hide the fact 
that she hated them. Gradually, however, Daisy 
began to show an interest in writing what she 
wanted to write. As she talked about her life, I 
suggested that she write about her thoughts and 
feelings. She began writing regularly in a journal 
that she shared with me. I knew that she was be-
ginning to appreciate expressing herself in writ-
ing, but I was surprised when she arrived one 
day with a five-page letter she had composed. 

I didn’t have to “introduce the writing pro-
cess.” Daisy wanted to know how her thoughts 
were coming across and exactly how to correct 
her sentences and 
paragraphs. In fact, 
she wanted to com- I was surprised when 
municate as clearly as she arrived one day possible to the person 
she was writing to: a with a five-page letter 
victim of the same she had composed. 
perpetrator who had 
sexually abused her. 

Daisy’s older sister’s husband had repeat-
edly sexually abused Daisy when she was a 
young teenager. She kept the secret until her 
best friend confided that she had been raped. 
Daisy told the friend her own story. She then 
told her sister, but not the married one. She 
found out that the same man had abused this sis-
ter. They told their mother and then had to tell 
their father because, Daisy said, “We were all 
crying. But my father didn’t know what to do.” 
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Five years passed before the case went to 
court. The sisters testified, but the defense dis-
credited their testimony. The brother-in-law 
went free. He and Daisy’s sister moved to an-
other state. The day Daisy brought me the letter, 
she had learned that the couple had moved back 
and were staying with her parents. She had also 
discovered that her brother-in-law was sexually 
abusing another female relative. Daisy had 
plenty to say to this woman, but could not meet 
her face to face. 

For weeks, Daisy worked on the letter, 
wrestling with her 
feelings and revis-

Daisy not only used her ing her writing. 
writing to express her She sometimes 

emotions and clarify her shouted and cried. 
I recommended

thoughts, she began to counseling, but 
see that she could do it: she refused. She 

she could write. said she had seen 
counselors four 
different times, 

starting when she had “opened up,” but she felt 
it hadn’t helped her. She didn’t want to go 
through the pain of building trust again. 

We talked about what to write and how to 
write it. I asked her a lot of questions: What did 
she want and need from this communication? 
What was safe to write? What might happen if 
she sent the letter? How would she respond to 
whatever happened? We worked at clarifying, 
changing, restoring, and rearranging words and 
sentences. 

Finally, Daisy decided that the letter was as 
perfect as she could make it. She sent it, hoping 
the woman would become an ally who would 
help her protect other people from the unpun-
ished attacker. After the woman read the letter, 
she thanked Daisy. In the end, however, she did 
not accept what Daisy had come to accept: that 
the abuse was serious, that it was not her fault, 
and that she could help protect other people 
from abuse. Unlike Daisy, she wanted to main-
tain a relationship with the abuser, even at great 

cost. 
Daisy told her family how she felt about 

them harboring her sister and brother-in-law. 
She rearranged her son’s care during her work 
and study hours so that he would not be in her 
mother’s home when his uncle was present. She 
limited her participation in family events to 
those times when she could keep visits brief and 
free of contact with the abuser. Daisy’s husband 
supported her decisions and actions. 

Daisy not only used her writing to express 
her emotions and clarify her thoughts, she began 
to see that she could do it: she could write. She 
has since used letters to communicate with fam-
ily members when other situations have become 
difficult. 

Soon after this breakthrough, Daisy joined a 
small group of women working on math. Every-
one in the group was agonizing over algebra. 
Daisy looked at a set of problems, quickly solved 
them, and put down her pencil. I was standing at 
a whiteboard, writing examples and attempting 
to explain them. Daisy moved next to a woman 
who was particularly frustrated and explained 
a problem. The woman instantly understood. 
Daisy discovered that she liked math calculations 
far better than reading and that she could teach 
someone else how to do them. 

But her life took two significant detours. 
The first led her to another successful effort. The 
other delayed her studies for a year. 

She had to change jobs, so I referred her to 
a career center. We started using materials from 
the center’s workshops in our tutoring sessions. 
Independently, Daisy applied for a job as a per-
sonal care attendant and was hired. The agency 
manager who hired her helped her study for the 
certification test. After a few weeks of practice, 
Daisy passed it. “I passed the test,” she told me, 
“on my own.” 

Several weeks later, on a snowy morning, 
I saw an accident. A wrecker was loading a 
smashed red car. When Daisy didn’t come to her 
appointment, I learned that the car was hers. She 
called me at the learning center, repeating again 
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and again how relieved she was that her son 
wasn’t with her. But her injuries were serious 
and painful. After she had recovered to some 
degree, she could return to work. But several 
months passed before she was able to add study-
ing to her other responsibilities. 

Daisy has returned to the learning center 
with energetic commitment. She is retrieving the 
emotional strength and ability to learn that she 
discovered through confronting the effects of 
abuse. On her way to a GED, she is boldly 
expressing herself on paper and exhibiting skills 
she did not know she possessed. By dismantling 

some of the emotional barriers that had re-
stricted her, she is acting to change the course of 
her own and her family’s lives. Significantly, she 
knows she is succeeding in this. Her troubles are 
not over, but she smiles more often anyway. 

One evening recently we were studying vo-
cabulary and I asked her about the word “ambi-
tious.” “It’s what I’m doing,” she said. “Being 
ambitious.” 

To protect confidentiality, the author remains anonymous and 
the student’s name has been changed, as well as some of the 
identifying factors in the story. 

Taking Up the Impact of Violence in Literacy 

Does NOT mean we have to focus the curriculum directly on violence, though you may 
choose to if 

• students are interested in looking at issues of violence, and 

• the supports for students and instructor are in place. 

Does NOT mean we have to say this is the place for students to talk in detail about the 
violence they have experienced, though you may choose to invite these stories if 

• it is appropriate for this particular group, 

• it is a safe setting, and 

• the supports for students and instructors are in place. 

DOES mean we have to create appropriate conditions for learning. These include: 

• acknowledging that many people experience violence and that violence can affect 
learning; 

• working together to create safety and trust; 

• creating a comfortable place to nurture the whole self—e.g., music, moments of 
silence, flowers, snacks, easy chair/s, beautiful pictures, inspirational quotes; and 

• using curriculum that engages and nurtures the whole person—body, mind, emo-
tions, and spirit. 

Reprinted with permission from Take on the Challenge. Morrish E., Horsman J., and Hofer J.. Copyright 2002 World Education, 
Boston, MA. 617-482-9485. www.worlded.org 

56 The Change Agent — September 2004 


