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Hispanic Story Project
The Hispanic Story Project gathers, translates and publishes the unique stories of Hispanic 

residents in northwest Iowa in order to:
•  honor and preserve the stories of immigrant Hispanic families;

• foster understanding among established and immigrant individuals, families, and communities;

• enhance education in area schools and communities.

Area teachers and prospective teachers, fluent in Spanish, interview willing individuals 
and families for the stories important to their pasts, their immigrating experiences and 
their lives in northwest Iowa. Selected stories are transcribed, edited and published in 
bilingual format and in Spanish and English separately, and provided to participating 
families, area schools, libraries, public offices, etc. to nurture mutual understanding, 
education and respect across cultures.

Each story published in this project has been authorized for use by the Hispanic Story 
Project and has been nurtured carefully by the author/interviewer and translator. All 
materials gathered as part of this project will be retained in the research archives of the 
Northwestern College library.

The Hispanic Story Project is a co-funded partnership of Northwestern College and the 
Iowa Writing Project at the University of Northern Iowa. Copyright for publications is held 
by Northwestern College.
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Author
Julie Blythe has been teaching Spanish for 20 years at the high school level. She has traveled 

to many Spanish-speaking countries, often traveling with groups of her students. She also 
volunteers to interpret for Spanish-speaking residents in Northwest Iowa, and because of these 
varied experiences, recognizes the importance of communicating their stories as a means of 
promoting understanding among cultures. Julie and her husband live in Orange City, Iowa. She 
has three grown children and two delightful grandchildren.  

Author’s Note
 Maritza shyly tells her story with great hope that her classmates will begin to comprehend her 

situation. Stories such as these can provide students with opportunities to learn about daily life 
in other countries and also foster understanding to improve communication and relationships.  
Maritza’s story has a powerful impact on the other students since it is her personal experience.  
For the students in her class, they are able to relate with her better after hearing it. Nicaragua is 
more than a far away country in Central America. Now it has a face.



� - Hispanic Stories - Maritza

Maritza
Maritza sits quietly at the back of the classroom listening intently as the other 

students take turns giving their Spanish presentations. At the end of the term each 
student is required to give a 2 minute presentation to the class. They have been asked to 
bring something to show to the class and to talk about it in Spanish. Maritza can see on 
their faces that they are all nervous and feeling uncertain about speaking in Spanish in 
front of the group. The speeches, mostly about favorite movies, pastimes, or vacations 
are delivered with embarrassed laughter when the students forget words or struggle with 
pronunciation. The students are good at listening to and encouraging each other, but a 
sense of relief is evident as each student completes the challenge. 

Maritza flattens her hands on the desk in front of her and tries to take a deep breath 
to calm herself. After two more presentations it will be her turn. She has waited until 
the end of the class, trying to gather her confidence, but inwardly her stomach churns. 
Maritza hardly knows the other students since she has only been attending this school 
for a few months. As a newcomer to the United States from Nicaragua, she is just 
beginning to learn how to speak English and is often confused by the differences in 
the two cultures.  Maritza has decided to give her presentation about Nicaragua, so the 
other students can try to understand why she has come to the United States and what 
her country is like. She is extremely nervous, not about speaking Spanish, but about the 
reaction of the class to what she is going to say. Her teacher has reminded her that she 
should speak slowly to give the students a better chance to understand her Spanish. Last 
night, she carefully prepared her presentation to explain about her country, but now she 
is worried that they really won’t understand why her family has come from Nicaragua, 
or how many difficult life situations many Nicaraguan families face. 

A round of applause breaks out as the last student ahead of Maritza finishes his 
presentation. The teacher turns toward Maritza and with a smile, motions her to the 
front of the room. Maritza stands slowly, gathers her pictures and her notecard, and 
walks toward the podium. Taking a deep breath, looking at the expectant faces of her 
classmates, and reminding herself to pause frequently to allow the students time to 
understand, Maritza begins to tell her story….

Hola, clase. Soy Maritza… Hello class. I am Maritza and 
today, I would like to talk to you about my country, Nicaragua. 
My country is small and very poor. In my country, most people 
don’t use washing machines, because there isn’t any money to 
buy them, so that’s why we wash our clothes by hand and hang 
them out on a rope or bushes to dry. 
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Our houses are made of rough wood and sometimes sheets 
of plastic or tin. Most of the houses have a dirt floor. My 
grandmother still lives in Nicaragua. She is very poor and her 
house is very old.

In my school, there aren’t any computers like you have here 
in your school. We have to wear uniforms to school, and so the 
many people who can’t afford them just don’t send their children 
to school.

In Nicaragua, it is very hot, never cold, like it is here in 
Iowa. There are always lots of people in the streets. Many 
gangs roam the streets, fighting with other gangs. Everywhere 
you go you can see children who walk along selling fruits or 
other foods trying to make a little money, and beggars holding 
out their hands pleading for money. Children eat whatever they 
can find in the garbage. That’s because in my country there 
aren’t many jobs. The streets are dirty because they are not 
paved; they are just dirt roads.

Maritza pauses and her eyes wander over the faces of the students. She notices how 
carefully they are listening. Wondering how much they understand, she sighs and begins to 
speak again…

I’m telling you what it is like in Nicaragua so that you can try 
to understand why my family wanted to come to the United States. 
We came because we want to try to get ahead. We came because 
we didn’t want to be hungry or poor anymore. We didn’t come here 
because we want to hurt anybody, or cause harm to anyone. We 
just want to get ahead in life, and send money back home to help 
the ones we left behind – so we came to the United States where we 
could have a better life, a good future, and the American dream.

Maritza stops. She lowers her eyes. She waits. The students clap loudly and appreciatively. 
They have listened, but have they understood? 
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