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The Soul of the People

Dress rehearsal for It Takes a Village begins.  Director Linda Alston tells the actors dressed in authentic African 
clothing—no costume shop replicas for this cast—to take their places on stage.  As the rehearsal progresses, Alston 
reminds the cast about details of the blocking, the 
positioning of characters and movement on 
stage.  As an actor turns toward the compass 
points to deliver lines, Assistant director 
Angelica Acevedo tells him that he 
needs to project more when he has 
his back to the audience.  Next 
time, he belts out the lines clearly 
and forecefully.  

Alston, who teaches kindergarten 
at Denver’s Fairview 
Elementary, adapted It Takes 
a Village from a story of the 
same title by Jane Cowen-
Fletcher.  The play is set on 
market day in an African 
village.  While the father of the 
family (Kwame) stays home to 
work on the family’s cassava 
farm,  the mother (Asantewaa), 

Irene Hernandez-Gutierrez: 1953–2006
This issue of El Alma de la Raza is dedicated to the memory of Irene.

Denver recently lost a tireless student advocate in the passing of Irene 
Hernandez-Gutierrez.  A long-time DPS middle- and high-school teacher and 
counselor, she relentlessly pushed minority students to achieve, refusing to 
allow students not to believe in themselves.

One of Hernandez-Gutierrez’s proudest accomplishments was the creation 
of a respected mariachi band at the Denver School of the Arts.  She recruited 
musicians to form the band, telling them, “It’s part of your culture!  You should 
learn it!”

As cancer made Hernandez-Gutierrez increasingly weaker, DSA librarian and 
longtime friend Aleta Uliberri pitched in to keep the mariachi band going.  “My 

Theater Production Promotes Multicultural Perspectives, Academics

the daughter (Yemi), and the son 
(KoKou) go to the market to sell 
mangos.  Yemi thinks she will take 
care of KoKou  all by herself.  The 
people of the village laugh.  When 

KoKou is separated from Yemi, 
all the village people take care of 
him.  They feed him, entertain him, 
give him water and a bath, and let 
him take a nap.  When Yemi fi nally 
fi nds him, she realizes that she and 
KoKou were never alone.  When they 
return back to the mother, Asantewaa, 

she tells them—as her mother told 
her—, “We do not raise our children 
alone.  It takes a village to raise a 
child.”

During her travels in Africa—
beginning with a visit to Sierra 
Leone as a Fulbright Scholar--, 
Alston purchased the clothing in 
Ghana, Kenya, and other parts of 
the continent.  A 1998 grant from 
Teaching Tolerance, a branch of the 
Southern Poverty Law Center, paid 
for some of the clothes. 

Alston’s goal of fostering an 
understanding of cultural differences 
in clothing, occupations, roles in the 
family, and personal responsibility 
is apparent in the play’s themes.  
Solid academic content and social 
interaction skills played an equally 
important role in the theater 
experience, however.  The play fi t 
well into the class’s literacy block, 
including read-alouds and guided 
reading.  The students’ vocabulary 
now includes theater jargon such 
as blocking, projecting, audience, 
props, scenery, and backdrop.  They 
explored the literary elements of 
character, confl ict, and resolution 
of a confl ict in the contexts of both 
reading and performing.  A geography 
connection is made as they locate 
Sierra Leone, Ghana, and Kenya 
on a globe.  In order to successfully 
pull off the production logistically, 
students had to focus, concentrate, 
sequence, and cooperate as a team.

Themes of love and respect in It 
Takes a Village echo day-to-day 
life in Alston’s class.  She greets 
each student with a smile and a 
handshake every morning, and the 
children greet one another that way 
as well.  Alston’s high academic 
standards taught in a safe, respectful 
atmosphere recently moved 
Southwest Quadrant Assessment 
Leader Mary Ann Bash to nominate 
her for a Kinder Excellence in 
Teaching award.  Alston is one of ten 
fi nalists for the national honor.

What Is the Alma Project?
The Alma Project provides teachers in Denver Public Schools with 
multicultural curriculum that includes well-developed, standards- and 
literacy-based lessons for ECE through 12th grade. The curriculum covers 
a wide variety of topics that refl ect the various ethnicities represented in 
DPS.  Teachers and staff can check out these units of study with their 
corresponding resources from the Alma Project multicultural library 
absolutely free of charge. 

A catalog of the titles can be viewed on the Alma Project Web site 
at http://almaproject.dpsk12.org. The unit/teacher’s guides can 
be downloaded and printed from the Web site at no charge. This 
multicultural curriculum has been used by teachers throughout the United 
States.
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Alma Units Include...
When teachers check out Alma curriculum units, they receive a teacher’s 
guide, sets of books for each student as appropriate; support books and 
materials for the teacher; and other resources such as videos, cassettes, 
CDs, posters, maps, and musical instruments.

Faith RinggoldMusic of the Andean Antiplano

Theater Production 
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Linda Alston directs Valerie Cerda,  Jeraldy Ramos, Drequan Williams, Thierry N’ Seboko, Yamile 
Solano, Genesis Garcia, Loriann Wilson, Hery Fernandez, Uriel Villegas, Myron  Johnson, Selena 
Gonzalez, Carlena Silva, Kalyca McGuire, Robert Cisneros, and Tiffany Le.




