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ÒHow old are you?Ó 
 
ÒI'm fine, thank you!Ó 
 
Amusing exchanges such as this one are common 
between teachers and students in the English 
language classes offered by the Elmhurst Library. 
The classes attract students who vary in age and 
ethnicity but share one serious aspiration: to 
succeed as immigrants in America. 
 
Erwin Salazar, 20, originally from Ecuador, is in 
the beginnersÕ English language class. He said he 
has been taking the class for only two months, 
but it has already helped him to do better in 
school. 
 
ÒI feel improvement,Ó said Salazar. 
 ÒMy English is best for my life, 
 my education.Ó 
 
English language classes are  
some of the many untraditional programs and  
services the library offers free of charge, and  
they are in high demand among the  
neighborhoodÕs largely Asian and Latin  
American base. Reflected in these programs are the greatest needs of this community: finding a 
job, learning English and helping kids with school. 
 
ÒTraditionally, you know, libraries were just books,Ó said Maggie Johnson, reference librarian at 
the Elmhurst Library. ÒIt has changed so much. Chinese VCDs have become very popular. We 
have an adult learning center to help people learn English, and we provide a lot of help for people 
to find jobs.Ó 
 
Samy Castro, a Cuban resident of Elmhurst, recently came to the library to scan some 
newspapers, in the hope of finding a second job. 
 
ÒThis is the place where you can find a lot of information,Ó Castro said. ÒI like to read. I like to 
use the internet, the computer, and they let me use it. They have a lot of information that I need, 
and this is the only place I can get it, really.Ó 
 
John, a reference librarian who was reluctant to provide his last name, said the library is fi lling in 
a certain infrastructure gap that exists in the community to help immigrants with such services. 
 
ÒThere arenÕt too many resources to find jobs here, and New York is a world class city," said 
John. ÒWhere are the agencies? IÕm really shocked at how substandard the system is." 
 

Library staff helps a South Asian lady f ill a form 
in English for her child's library card.  
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"There should be a better way to look for work in New York than to look in the public library," 
added John. "ItÕs also stressful for staff. If there is something wrong with the computer, and they 
canÕt find their jobs, they see you as a barrier to their success.Ó 
 
For people like Samy, there donÕt seem to be many choices. He doesnÕt have a lot of faith in 
private employment agencies. He said one of his relatives ran such an agency in Elmhurst earlier 
but shifted to Manhattan for better business. 
 
ÒYou know this is a scam,Ó said Samy. ÒItÕs really not helping people. Also, there not a lot of 
help around in Elmhurst. Really, we donÕt have it. We donÕt have it.Ó 
 
For undocumented immigrants, it also helps that the library does not require detailed paperwork 
before qualifying someone for membership, which a government employment agency would 
require. 
 
Finding a good job that pays more than the minimum wage also has a strong correlation with an 
immigrant's level of English. 
 
ÒEverybody needs study English, especially in United States,Ó said Salazar. ÒOtherwise, no 
communication, no understand work, no understand boss. He get angry and no get good job 
paying too much money.Ó 
 
This is the other reason the library provides English language classes in addition to assistance 
with resume and cover letter writing, fi lling out an application, and conducting job searches on 
the computer. 
 
The library also caters to a third set of people: immigrant parents who can't speak English well 
and depend on librarians to help their kids with schoolwork. 
 
"They look at the library as an educational education,Ó said Johnson. ÒSo they figure it's an 
extension of that system, that we should help them.Ó 
 
The library had to hire additional assistance and start a program called BOOST, to help after-
school kids with homework. Johnson admitted that while it goes beyond the role of what a 
reference librarian is set up to do, she still gets approached, and the requests are hard to ignore. 
 
Earlier this year, news reports that the library might be demolished worried preservationists who 
were keen to maintain its heritage. For the library patrons, the news was more than welcome, 
because there are plans to replace it with a much larger structure. 
 
David Grimes, manager of the job information center at the multi-story Flushing Library, said the 
Elmhurst library is where the Flushing branch was 15 years ago. 
 
ÒSeveral years ago, it wasnÕt really the immigration Mecca that itÕs become," said Grimes. ÒItÕs 
the library of the future." 
 


