


Inclusive 
Communities

Welcome to the first publication and
resource guide from Diversity Focus, a
nonprofit organization devoted to
enhancing the diversity of the Cedar
Rapids-Iowa City Corridor. Our goals
center on: Communication — promot-
ing awareness and an image in the
community that diversity is valued; our
Information Clearinghouse — creating a
resource center that leverages the prod-
ucts, capabilities and work of organiza-
tions supporting diversity; and Program
Enhancement — advancing new ideas and opportunities to build a
more diverse community.

Why are diversity and inclusion important to everyone?  First,
some definitions: Diversity is the differences people bring to the
community, family or work life. Those differences may include eth-
nicity, religious beliefs and past experiences. Inclusion is the act of
welcoming all people, regardless of their differences. Diversity
Focus members believe the lives of all people in the Cedar Rapids-
Iowa City community are made better by exploring and celebrating
our differences and our similarities. Diversity provides for a broader
set of experiences. Diversity provides more opportunities. Diversity
provides greater understanding of others’ needs. And diversity pro-
vides a richer culture.

This resource guide highlights the diversity and inclusiveness

of the Cedar Rapids-Iowa City Corridor
through the voices of members of our
community. As our community contin-
ues to grow, we want to provide a wel-
come mat and we want to ensure both
those who are already members of the
community and those new to the com-
munity get connected. Ultimately, feel-
ing and calling the Cedar Rapids-Iowa
City community “home” is the test of
diversity and inclusion. Do our schools
embrace all children and teach the

importance of diversity?  Are our local school boards, local govern-
ment officials, charitable organizations, work organizations — to
name a few — representative of those they serve?  When you look
around the room, are there others who look like you?  Are there
role models for your children regardless if you are Hispanic, African-
American or female?  

We also encourage you to become a member of Diversity Focus
and to share this guide with others. Please get involved in helping to
improve the inclusiveness of our community.

Sincerely,

Alfred Ramirez Christopher Lindell
Executive Director Chairman
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In the early 1960s, Bill Aossey joined
the Peace Corps and spent two years
working in rural agricultural develop-
ment in Senegal, West Africa. Twelve
years later, Aossey became the
founder and president of Midamar
Corp., establishing its international
headquarters in southwest Cedar
Rapids. These two events, occurring
years and miles apart in Aossey’s life,
are not unrelated, but there is more to
the story.

After his time in the Peace Corps,
Aossey, now 65, spent time traveling
through nearly 70 countries in Africa,
the Middle East and Asia. During his
time spent overseas, he witnessed
similar conditions everywhere he
went. There was a true lack of agricul-
tural development, a lack of protein
and widespread malnutrition of mil-
lions of people. He began to wonder
about this lack of agriculture in these
parts of the world and why the tech-
nology in food and agricultural devel-
opment from Iowa couldn’t be trans-
ferred to these countries and regions
in serious need. 

“I didn’t have a business plan, but
I had a humanitarian idea that I
turned into an international business
structure,” he says. That business
structure was formally incorporated in
the state of Iowa in 1974 as an inter-
national development company —
Midamar (Mid American Agricultural
Research). 

Today, Midamar is a leading U.S.
exporter of Halal foods and foodser-
vice equipment and supplies to inter-
national restaurant concepts, hotels
and distributors throughout the
world. The company currently
exports to West and North Africa, the
Middle East, Central Asia, Southeast
Asia and the Far East, as well as with-
in North America. 

Halal foods — which according
to Aossey means foods that are per-
missible, clean and nutritious, termi-
nology that dates back to the Old
Testament and Quran and the integri-
ty of eating only pure foods — are
consumed by billions of Muslims
throughout the world as a religious
requirement. Midamar was the first

company in the United States to work
with the U.S. Department of
Agriculture to develop a line of quali-
ty Halal products to be exported
throughout the world. 

Aossey was born and raised in
Cedar Rapids by immigrant parents.
He graduated from Jefferson High
School and then received a degree
from Cornell College in nearby
Mount Vernon. After his time in the
Peace Corps and his travels around
the world, he earned a graduate
degree from the University of Iowa.
He had planned to go on to law
school, but his humanitarian dreams
steered the course of his life in a dif-
ferent direction. 

After all of his travels abroad, he
knew he needed to start his business
in the heart of the Midwest. “I knew
the quality of workmanship is so high
here,” he says. “Plus with food and
agriculture being here in the Midwest,
we wanted to be as close as possible
to the product.” 

But Aossey had other reasons to
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Bill Aossey:
Peace Corps, traveling 
lead to thriving business
By Katie Mills Giorgio
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want to stay in Cedar Rapids. He
raised two sons, Jalel and Bill Yahya
Jr., here, and he feels Cedar Rapids
was a good place to do so. 

“It is why I stayed here,” he says,
“for the quality of Iowa and Cedar
Rapids schools and for the ability to
travel throughout the United States
easily being located in the Midwest.” 

Both Jalel and Bill Jr. now work
as directors at Midamar, overseeing
international marketing and product
development.

Aossey has a unique approach
when dealing with his international
customers.

“All of our customers — whether
in Egypt, Singapore or China — we
personally visit,” he says. “We deal
with our customers as business asso-
ciates but develop long-term relation-
ships with them. Because of that we
are probably one of few international
companies that deal with customers
on an open account basis. There is
great financial integrity between the
customer and Midamar. There is a
level of trust and dependency that is
part of our philosophy.” 

He maintains that his philosophy
is grounded in the fact that it is not
how far away you are doing business
but rather with whom you are doing
business. 

“There are companies overseas we
would send a $100,000 order to with
no contract simply on e-mail request,”
he adds, “and there are some compa-
nies in Chicago I wouldn’t send a
$1,000 order to even with a contract.” 

And it is a philosophy that has
paid off throughout the 30-plus years
Aossey has been in the business. In
1990, for example, Midamar was
awarded the federal E-Star Award for
Excellence in Exporting — the high-
est award bestowed on U.S. exporters.
Aossey accepted the award on behalf
of Midamar from former President
George Bush in a ceremony at the
White House. This award was a testa-
ment to Midamar’s commitment to

high quality products and focus on
excellent customer service. And,
Midamar was the first Muslim-owned
company to have received this honor.

Aossey has stayed very active in
the local community. He was formerly
on the board of trustees at Cornell
College, the Grant Wood Chapter of
the American Red Cross, the African
American Historical Museum and
Cultural Center of Iowa, the Greater
Cedar Rapids Community Foundation
and the Islamic Center of Cedar
Rapids. He and his company continue
to work with the Islamic Center on
community affairs issues and commu-
nity outreach programs. Midamar also
annually sponsors several internation-
al student organizations at local col-
leges and universities. 

“Throughout the year we invite
and bring 20 to 30 foreign guests to
Cedar Rapids and the state of Iowa,”
he says. “Midamar is a conduit to
introduce Iowa to some of the top
international minds… from Senegal to
Singapore and beyond.”

Aossey feels this is all part of
helping foster a more diverse com-
munity. 

“I think diversity is an enhance-
ment to community and social devel-
opment, and it can bring a broader
understanding of human needs as
well,” he says. “Just look at the inter-
national conditions today. People
always say we live in a small world or
that the world is getting smaller. I
think we just live in a faster world in
terms of communication and trans-
portation. Ideas, perceptions, misper-
ceptions travel faster. The more
diverse the business community the
more productivity there will be. And
the more understanding.”

Both in his home and work life,
Aossey has benefited from living in
Cedar Rapids. And his advice to oth-
ers looking to make this community
home is simple.

“Whatever one is looking for, one
can find it here.”
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The concept of collaboration is
welcomed and encouraged here in
the Corridor. As we grow, our
opportunities for people to get
involved in the community and the
need to collaborate and respect
others’ initiatives is essential. Our
behavior as an overall Corridor is
one that encourages and promotes
others’ efforts by connecting those
we know have an interest in a par-
ticular program but aren’t sure
where to start. Our instinct is to
point them in the right direction,
and that makes all the difference.
The people of the Corridor under-
stand that it takes more than one
to make a vibrant community for
all to enjoy — the sense of wel-
come and inclusion is a direct
result of this understanding.

— Quinn Pettifer
President of Access Iowa

The people of the Corridor who
give me a sense of welcome and
inclusion. The people here are
friendly and very accepting of peo-
ple from other cultures, whether
from other parts of the United
States or other parts of the world.
They make you feel like you are
truly at home. Combine that with
the great opportunities for anyone
willing to work hard and you have
a great place to live. It is asafe,
wonderful place to raise a family.

— Patricia Reaburn
Director of corporate relocation

and international relocation,
Skogman Realty

Continued from page 5



that broke through the language barri-
ers. After Roger returned home, they
wrote letters and again used inter-
preters to get to know each other bet-
ter. By December 2004, the couple was
married and living in Cedar Rapids.

She missed her sons and admits
that moving far away from them and
all that she knew was tough. She had
spent many years as a lonely single
mother, divorced from an alcoholic.
Her sons were adults now, and the
promise of a new start and true love

was too good to resist. 
Her new husband continued his

life’s trade as a machinist, working in
a factory. She, however, felt lost in a
land where she couldn’t understand
or be understood, and where her
skills and education as a civil engineer
in Eastern Europe didn’t translate to
an adequate job. 

“I couldn’t understand anyone,
and I was so disappointed. At my
age, I think it’s too tough to study,”
says Scroggins,
now 52, “but I
had to learn
English. I had to.
There was no
other way.”

Her husband
did some research
and found some
help at the
Catherine
McAuley Center,
866 Fourth Ave.
SE, Cedar Rapids.
It provides free
basic education
programs for
between 75 and
100 adults per
week. About 80
volunteers a week tutor adult students
in a number of classes, including
English as a Second Language,
General Education Degree prepara-
tion, citizenship exam preparation
and computer tutorials. 

She studied intensively, one-on-
one with the center’s trained tutors,
and, month-by-month, she improved.
She gained enough knowledge and
fluency to pass her driver’s license test
and get a job at the post office. She
also signed up through the center to
take a certified nursing assistant
(CNA) course and become licensed.  
A steady number of immigrants, like
Scroggins, are calling the Cedar
Rapids area home. Some move on
their own because of work, family or
other reasons; some are helped to set-
tle here by a number of faith-based

organizations, says Wendy Arnold-
Rodriguez, the center’s education pro-
gram coordinator. 

Arnold-Rodriguez describes the
excitement she and the other tutors
feel when working with the adults in
the education program. 

“Anyone who comes here is com-
ing because they want to learn. Nina
and the others, they’re like kids in a
candy store. For them, it’s a privilege
to be educated,” Arnold-Rodriguez

says. “They find it
really opens doors
for them. And it’s
incredible to see
their intense moti-
vation. It moti-
vates us to keep
doing what we do
every day.” 

Their individ-
ual stories are
unique, sometimes
heart wrenching,
often inspiring. 

For example,
Ken and Antoinette
Ngombwa started
coming to the cen-
ter to learn English
and study for citi-

zenship in December 2000, after com-
ing to Iowa from a Rwandan refugee
camp. They and their seven children
endured terror, illness and six years as
refugees after fleeing their home with
only the clothes on their backs during
the 1994 genocide. Today, they are
U.S. citizens and work for the Cedar
Rapids school district — he in janitor-
ial services and she in an elementary
school cafeteria — and they recently
moved into a house they helped build
through Habitat for Humanity. 

Another student, Alfonso Moto
Read, wound up in Iowa in the
1990s, playing baseball for the Cedar
Rapids Kernels. A native of the
Dominican Republic, Read and his
wife ended up settling here to raise a
family after his playing days. He has
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Three years ago, Nina Scroggins had
never heard of Cedar Rapids. She also
had never spoken, read or written a
word of English. She had never driven

a car. She had never imagined moving
from the Ukraine, where she had
lived for almost half a century and
raised two boys to adulthood. 

Then she happened upon Roger,
an American man visiting a woman he

met on the Internet; that match didn’t
spark, but one between Nina and
Roger did. They spent a week together,
sightseeing, speaking through inter-
preters, doing a lot of hand-gesturing
and smiling and making a connection
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Nina Scroggins:
Ukranian now wants to 
help others assimilate

Continued on page 11

“Anyone who comes
here is coming because
they want to learn. Nina
and the others, they’re
like kids in a candy store.
For them, it’s a privilege
to be educated. They
find it really opens doors
for them. And it’s incred-
ible to see their intense
motivation. It motivates
us to keep doing what
we do every day.”

Wendy Arnold-Rodriguez



studied both English and citizenship
at the center, and became a citizen in
2006. His latest goal is to go to col-
lege and get a degree in English so
someday he can teach others. 

The center, a United Way agency,
was founded in 1989 by the Sisters of
Mercy to “promote the well-being and
dignity” of individuals through basic
education programs for adults. In the
beginning, the programs were targeted
to women, but they were expanded to
include all adults because the com-
munity need was so great. 

The center also provides transi-
tional housing for women who have
been battling substance abuse and are
coming either from jail or a rehabilita-
tion program. Last year, 34 women
stayed at the center while they were
getting their lives back in order. 

Both programs — the adult edu-
cation and the transitional housing —
attract strong, hard-working people
who are striving to make a better life
for themselves and their families,
observes Sister Angele Lutgen, the
center’s executive director. 

They are people who, in turn,
make the community more vibrant,
she says. 

“Whenever you can provide
opportunities for people to grow and
develop, that strengthens both the
individuals and community. They’re
getting better jobs and learning how
to participate and be more a part of
the community,” Lutgen says. “It’s
amazing, so positive to be a part of
that growth.”

Scroggins has been giving back to
the center that she says has “helped
me so much... given me everything.”

She juggles many jobs — working
the night shift at the U.S. Postal
Service and spending several days a
week as a CNA, and several hours a
week as a student intern at the center.
As an intern, she teaches basic English
to people who are in situations similar
to hers just a few years ago. 

Even when her internship is over,

she plans to continue volunteering
with the center. She expects her learn-
ing will continue for the rest of her life.

“There are lots of Spanish-speak-
ing people in the area. Maybe after I

am perfect with the English, I need to
learn Spanish,” Scroggins says. “And
next year, I think I am taking the citi-
zenship class. I am in America; I am
part of this place now.”
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I'm from Nepal and have also lived in
South Korea, India, New York City and
Boston – I have had an opportunity to
expose myself to both local and cosmo-
politan communities.

My experience has been that I do not
live like an immigrant in the Corridor, I feel
like I've been here for a long time even
though I've lived here for less than four
years. Frankly, it's the people in the
Corridor who give me that sense of
belonging. I'm a social and political person.
I've been able to get involved on various

levels in political activities, both in the Iowa caucuses and local elections. On the
nonprofit front, I've been able to serve on various boards and conduct various
educational seminars for both low-income and multicultural individuals. People
are very supportive of nonprofit efforts, which is an area I have passion for.

Investment services is a tough profession to be in for a person with an
accent, whether you are in New York City or in Cedar Rapids. So far, I've been
successful in my profession due to the great trust and support I've received
from the people in the Corridor despite my immigrant background. If you do
what you said you would, people will support you all the way. I've been able to
accomplish some of my goals here in the Corridor, things I would not have
been able to accomplish in bigger cities like New York or Boston.

I'm very happy with our decision to move to Cedar Rapids and I feel home.
I'm currently board chair of Legion Arts at CSPS, president of the Eastern Iowa
Asian Alliance and a board member of Linn County Community Empowerment.

— Suresh Basnet
ING Financial Services

First and foremost I would point out the
active, outstanding residents that encom-
pass the Corridor as what makes the
Corridor welcoming and inclusive. Our
diverse population offers this region a
wealth of history, heritage and culture,
which manifests in innumerable ways. In
addition, the demographics of the cities
that comprise the Corridor offer ameni-
ties of big-city living with a small-town
feel and allow for inclusive resident
engagement in a variety of mediums.
Further, because there is no continuum in
the quality of life, this community can

always improve, and we as a community must never lose sight of the necessity
for this continual growth and improvement to ensure the Corridor remains an
inclusive and welcoming community. Organizations like Diversity Focus are
paving the way in assisting with these goals and expanding on the never-end-
ing possibilities for this region.

— Stephanie Bowers
City of Iowa City



When Ross Wilburn looked into the
night sky as a youngster, he thought
he saw his future. The moon landing
inspired him, the vastness of space
amazed him and he figured he’d be
an astronaut one day. 

He would pull out volumes of
the World Book Encyclopedia and
read sections on astronomy and
physics as if they were high-action
adventure novels. 

“My sisters would tease, asking,
‘What kind of kid spends time reading
the encyclopedia?’” recalls Wilburn,
42, with a smile and a shrug. 

If he were to answer that question
now, he could say, “A kid who grew
up to be a role model for and dedicat-
ed leader of his family, area youth and
an entire community.” Wilburn is
executive director of the Crisis Center
of Johnson County, in his second term
on city council and Iowa City’s first
African-American mayor.

“I believed I could be of real serv-
ice to this community. It’s a fantastic
place; people care about it and want it
to continue to be a shining example of
community in this state,” Wilburn says.

Wilburn was born in Galesburg,
Ill., in 1964, the fourth of five chil-

dren for father Arthur, a former pro-
fessional boxer, and mother Shirley,
who worked as a physical therapy
aide and mental health supervisor.
They moved to Davenport when
Wilburn was in sixth grade. 

When he enrolled at the
University of Iowa, he put aside his
astronautical aspirations to pursue a
degree in pharmacy. Then his world
seemed to collapse at age 20, when
his mother died of cancer. He took
some time off and tried to regroup. 

“My mother was always the one
I’d go to, to talk about problems, life
issues. We were so close, and it was
tough for me,” he says. “Then I start-
ed volunteering for the area crisis
line, providing counseling and referral
to other people in need. That’s when
the healing from my mother’s death
really occurred.”

It’s also when this new interest –
social work – became a passion. He
graduated with a bachelor of arts
degree in social work in 1989 and a
master’s in social work, also from
Iowa, in 1993. 

From 1988 to 1997, he worked
for the Iowa City nonprofit United
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Action for Youth (UAY), coordinating
a drug abuse prevention program,
organizing a volunteer program and
acting as associate
director for two
years. He helped
guide UAY’s mis-
sion: to assist youth
and families in
helping themselves
to a healthy future
by offering pro-
grams that make
use of young peo-
ple’s talents, creativ-
ity and energies. 

After three
years as a visiting
instructor for the UI
School of Social
Work, he was cho-
sen in 2000 to lead the Crisis Center in
Iowa City. Since its creation in 1970,
the center has offered 24-hour crisis
counseling and suicide intervention
services, a food bank and emergency
assistance programs to those in need. 

The center, located at 1121
Gilbert Ct., Iowa City, receives about
7,000 crisis intervention contacts
from area residents each year or via
the crisis line; about 650 households
receive food and other material sup-
port from the center every week. 

The equivalent of eight full-time
staff members and a crew of more
than 250 volunteers all share a com-
mon desire to make a difference and
help a neighbor, says Patti Fields, the
center’s director of volunteer services.
Wilburn helps unite them in vision
and action. 

“Ross is a very caring, charismatic
individual. People are instantly com-
fortable with him; it’s a gift he has. We
have volunteers who range in age from
11 to 88, and he has the ability to con-
nect with them on many different lev-
els,” Fields says. “He has to problem-
solve at a moment’s notice. We’re here
for whatever walks through our door.
Ross’s ability to stay calm under pres-

sure and approach things as a team,
gathering us to work together, makes it
a very supportive environment.”

Driven to do even more for his neigh-
bors, he jumped into
the local political scene
and was elected to his
first term on city
council in 1999. He
was re-elected in
2003, and in 2006,
the other council
members chose him
to be their leader; in
Iowa City’s system of
government, the
council chooses one of
its own to serve as
mayor for two-year
terms.

The significance
of their choice did

not go unnoticed — certainly not by
Wilburn, who had been glancing each
council meeting at the back wall of the
council chambers lined with photo-
graphs of previous mayors, none of
whom was a person of color.

“He takes his role as high-profile
African-American leader very serious-
ly. He makes himself available, attends
community events, does speaking
engagements around the community
and the state,” says Steve Atkins, who
was city manager until August 2007.
“But he was chosen because of his
leadership skills, which are much
more important than simply the color
of his skin.”

Fields echoes the sentiment that
Wilburn’s powerful, positive effect on the
community is breaking down barriers. 

“He’s a great example for every-
one, youth or seniors, African-
American or otherwise, It’s great to
see a leader with such pride in his
community,” Fields says. 

With the Cedar Rapids-Iowa City
Corridor continuing to grow and pros-
per economically and culturally, Ginny
Naso sees a growing need for leaders
with Wilburn’s leadership style. She
calls it “bicultural competency.”

Naso, UAY associate director, has
known Wilburn for about 15 years
and says she treasures the way he can
be comfortable and confident in
almost any situation, with almost any-
one, and puts them at ease as well.
The best, most meaningful work gets
accomplished, she says, when “we
have a deep understanding of cultures
and true connections are made
between people.”

She hopes he can pass on his
skills to others and create a stronger,
even more powerful Corridor of con-
nections.

“We could use 200 more Ross
Wilburns,” Naso says. 

As it is, he’s only one person and,
he admits, he’s sometimes pulled in a
thousand different directions. He
loves spending time with his 15- and
13-year-old daughters, coaching their
softball teams, and he calls them his
“greatest accomplishments.” He’s also
proud of his six years of service in the
Iowa Army National Guard, where he
rose to the rank of staff sergeant E-6.

He has served on boards of
numerous area groups, including the
Iowa City/Coralville Sports Authority
Advisory Board, Youth Policy Institute
of Iowa, Eastside Kiwanis Club and
Johnson County Empowerment
Board. He was a founder of the Iowa
Community Youth Development
Training Institute.

He’s also an avid cyclist and
actively supports enhancement and
expansion of the local trail system. He
plays clarinet in the Iowa City
Community Band. And he’ll be cam-
paigning for re-election this year.

“It’s an honor and a pleasure to
do what I do. This is a different place,
a special place. This community is
one that really celebrates diversity,”
Wilburn says. “It’s a place where
embracing a diversity of opinions and
people is part of everyday practice. It’s
welcoming. It’s home.”

Wilburn may not have flown to
the stars. But he is working to give oth-
ers the opportunities to reach for theirs.  
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“Ross is a very caring,
charismatic individual.
People are instantly
comfortable with him;
it’s a gift he has. We
have volunteers who
range in age from 11
to 88, and he has the
ability to connect with
them on many 
different levels.”

Patti Fields
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University of Iowa. Their son, Adam,
who is now 8 years old, has epilepsy
and is frequently stricken by seizures.
Caring for him requires constant
attention — always being aware of
where he is, what he’s doing and
whether he could injure himself if he
had a seizure at any given moment.

Until they found The Arc’s servic-
es, the Todds had no option for leav-
ing Adam with someone while they
ran an errand or took a much-needed
restorative break. The Arc’s respite care
services have been a welcome relief. 

“It’s opened our eyes to the world
of disabilities and how important it is

to get a little help now and then,” says
Dale Todd, a project developer for a
recreation products company and for-
mer Cedar Rapids city council mem-
ber. “It’s been a pleasure seeing The
Arc evolve and grow. And as our com-
munity continues to grow, obviously
the needs will increase, too. It’s reas-
suring to know the services are here
when we need them.”

Since The Arc was chartered in
1953, it has developed and expanded
direct-care opportunities, as well as
special programs such as summer day
camps, before-and-after-school pro-
grams, overnight trips, Easter egg

hunts and other holiday festivities,
and outings to local sporting events. 

The Arc helps connect families
through support groups and other
networking opportunities so they can
share information, wisdom and
strength, Petersen says. 

Petersen and her husband often
welcome respite caregivers into their
Cedar Rapids home when they need a
date night. They also hire caregivers
on weekday afternoons after Leslie
and Matthew get home from their job
— they are employed through
Options of Linn County, a publicly
operated service provider within the
Linn County community services
department that works with commu-
nity businesses to provide employ-
ment services to adults with disabili-
ties. Options serves more than 350
people a year.

The consumers and families The
Arc serves deserve the same chances
as those without disabilities, Petersen
says. That is why The Arc not only
provides services but promotes out-
reach and advocacy. Petersen has
pushed for changes in such areas as
access laws and health-care coverage,
“prodding, encouraging and pleading
with policymakers,” as she puts it, to
ensure fair and equal opportunities
for all. 

“We’re here to make sure that
people aren’t hidden away, that no
one’s ashamed that there’s someone
different in their family,” Petersen
says. “We’re proud that we can cele-
brate that we each bring something to
the table, no matter who we are or
what challenges we might face. Here,
there’s a feeling of acceptance.”

Petersen has given her time and
talents because she believes in the
importance of The Arc’s mission. In
turn, The Arc believed in her, her fami-
ly and her goals, helping her keep her
children at home — where they
belong.

“What has The Arc meant to us?
Everything,” Petersen says. “It has
allowed us to be a family.”
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Delaine Petersen believed the doctors
when they told her it would never hap-
pen again. The severe disabilities her
daughter, Leslie, was born with in 1973
were a fluke, a cruel twist of fate, the
doctors said, and would likely never
repeat themselves in future children. 

But two years later, son Matthew
entered the world with the same
debilitating conditions. Petersen asked
the obvious question: Why? No one
knew. Experts still don’t know the
cause. What they did realize was that
the children would require significant
care for the rest of their lives – lives
that would always include tube feed-
ings, incontinence, wheelchairs and
other around-the-clock challenges.  

Petersen had doctors try to talk
her into giving them up. 

“’You’re young,’ they said, ‘you
have your whole life ahead of you,’”
she recalls of a conversation with
health-care workers shortly after
Leslie’s birth. “’Find a place for her, an
institution for her,’ they said, ‘and for-
get you ever had her.’”

Petersen not only vehemently
refused those suggestions, she and her
husband vowed to do whatever was
necessary to keep their children in
their home with them for as long as

possible. Their children are now 34
and 32 and are still loved and cared
for in the Petersen home, thanks in
large part to vital Corridor support
organizations such as The Arc of East
Central Iowa. 

The Arc of East Central Iowa
works with more than 600 families in
eastern Iowa affected by developmental
disabilities, from those with newborns
to adults in their 60s. The Arc averages
about 160,000 direct-care hours per
year, providing assistance to individu-
als with disabilities in an effort to sup-
port families in their desire to avoid or
delay out-of-home placement. 

One of 25 chapters in the state
affiliated with a national office in
Silver Springs, Md., The Arc of East
Central Iowa is located at 680 Second
St. SE, Ste. 200, Cedar Rapids. The
web site is www.arceci.org.

The Arc started out as a lifeline
for the Petersen family, offering sup-
port groups and respite care. It devel-
oped into such a source of strength
that when Petersen became disen-
chanted with her career in the busi-
ness sector in 1988, she decided to go
to work for The Arc. Today, she serves
as its director, a role she has fulfilled
since 1991. 

“When I made my career change,
I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do, but
I knew that at the end of the day, it
had to be about more than just a pay-
check,” Petersen says. “And when I
thought back to how much we’d got-
ten from The Arc, I figured volunteer-
ing or working for The Arc would be
the perfect way to pay back.”

Petersen’s leadership skills, as
well as life experiences, made her a
natural for the job. Her business
savvy from years in the corporate
world helps The Arc thrive from a
financial and organizational stand-
point, observes Jennifer Higgins, pro-
gram manager for in-home services. 

But people find themselves fol-
lowing Petersen’s lead because she has
“walked the walk” for years and
understands firsthand the challenges
clients and their families face each
day, Higgins says. 

“Delaine is an inspiration for all
of us. She encompasses the compas-
sion you need to have for this kind of
work,” Higgins says. “She has an
amazing enthusiasm for people with
disabilities, and that’s contagious.”

Dale Todd and his wife, Sara,
were referred to The Arc several years
ago by a social worker at The
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Delaine Petersen:
Fostering a feeling of
acceptance for those with 
developmental disabilities
By Amy Schoon



what we have seen,’” he says. “Now,
they are being treated differently.
Their status has been elevated.”

Hernandez grew up in Nicaragua
but says he was forced to leave his
native land in 1988 at the age of 19.
The previous year, while vice president
of his high school, Hernandez and
other students signed a document criti-
cal of efforts by the Sandanista govern-
ment to draft boys into the army
before they had finished high school.

“We said, ‘This is not right. The

government is breaking its own rule.’
My classmates and I became the sub-
jects of political persecution,” he says.

Because friends and family
thought he was under surveillance
and in danger, Hernandez moved to
another city trying to avoid govern-
ment agents.

“I was living with
family when the
owner of the house
said to me one time,
‘Do not say anything
against the govern-
ment,’ and ‘This con-
versation never hap-
pened,’” Hernandez
says. “I understood
that something was
going on.”

After finishing
high school, he again
moved to another city.

“The persecution
continued, not
directly, but indirect-
ly, so I left and came
here to California,”
Hernandez says.
“After two years, I
applied to Divine
Word Missionaries.
When they decided
to close the mission house there, I
had the choice of leaving the semi-
nary or coming to Iowa to continue
my studies. That was 1994. It was the
middle of winter and very cold. That
was a big shock.”

Hernandez spent the next two
and a half years at Divine Word in
Epworth studying philosophy and
learning English. During that time, he
helped start a Hispanic ministry in
Dubuque. He later completed his
seminary training in Baltimore and
was ordained a priest in June 2004.

His first assignment was
Waterloo, where he also worked in
Hispanic ministry. He was transferred
to Cedar Rapids in July 2006.

Despite a few complaint letters
challenging the dual-language signs and

a church schedule that includes masses
in Spanish (the Archdiocese of
Dubuque has designated Immaculate
Conception as the official site for
Hispanic ministry in Cedar Rapids),
Hernandez says he encourages reluctant
parishioners to have an open mind and

an accepting heart.
Expecting

recently arrived
immigrants to forget
their past and speak
only English is not
realistic because
assimilation happens
over generations,
Hernandez says,
adding that one of
the best things
Americans can do is
help immigrants
begin to learn the
culture here.

“Learning
English is very
important, but it
doesn’t happen right
away,” he says.

Some predicted
that a focus on the
estimated 10 to 15
percent of the parish
that is Hispanic

would adversely affect Immaculate
Conception’s membership of more than
800 families, but Hernandez says that
hasn’t happened and contributions to
the church have remained steady.

“We have to do things a little dif-
ferently, respecting the 150-year history
of this parish and still be conscientious
of how we welcome people,” he says.
“Some of the people who have com-
plained — and these are good and
faithful people — haven’t been exposed
in the past to different things. The key
is a conversion of mind and heart.”

Naida Garza, an assistant to
Hernandez as Immaculate Conception’s
Hispanic pastoral minister, says Iowa
has been going through a “culture
shock” in recent years due to the
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By Joe Nugent

The simple step of erecting signs in
both English and Spanish has made a
significant difference in the way the
Spanish-speaking members of

Immaculate Conception Catholic
Church perceive their standing in the
downtown Cedar Rapids parish,
according to Father Nils Hernandez.

In previous years, Spanish speak-
ers have sometimes felt like second-

class citizens, Hernandez says, but
now they are beginning to feel more
welcome.

“We want people to know this is
their parish, and a lot of people have
told us, ‘This is a real change from
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Nils Hernandez:
Nicaraguan priest now 
helps others fit in

“There have been
some conflicts and a
lot of communities
aren’t sure how to
handle it. With so
much propaganda of
hate, people need to
know why immi-
grants are coming
here. It’s because of
poverty in their
homelands. They’re
not here looking for
a handout. They are
willing to work hard
in jobs that don’t
always pay a lot.”

Naida Garza

Continued on page 21
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arrival of growing numbers of immi-
grants, especially Spanish speakers.

“There have been some conflicts
and a lot of communities aren’t sure
how to handle it,” she says. “With so
much propaganda of hate, people
need to know why immigrants are
coming here. It’s because of poverty in
their homelands. They’re not here
looking for a handout. They are will-
ing to work hard in jobs that don’t
always pay a lot.”

Garza and Hernandez focus on
the spiritual needs of their Hispanic
parishioners through the traditional
rites of the Catholic faith and by
organizing activities such as bible
study groups and prayer retreats.

“They want the same things as
everybody else,” she says, “spiritual
growth for their children and them-
selves, to become better citizens and
parents, to find better jobs.”

Garza says it’s important for com-
munities in Iowa to accept diversity
because it reflects the rest of the
nation and the world.

“Our lives are enhanced by
knowing people from other cultures,”
she says.

Even though he’s lived in the
United States for nearly 20 years,
Hernandez says he still has strong
family roots in Nicaragua.

“As soon as I open my mouth,
people know I’m not from this coun-
try,” he says. “But I am not afraid or
ashamed because I know I will never,
ever get rid of my accent. It’s there, so
I have to deal with it.”

Every immigrant has difficulty
leaving behind all they know,
Hernandez says, and with ties to their
native country likely to remain for a
few years, they often struggle trying to
live in two cultures.

“Although I am bilingual, I feel
more in touch with God in my native
language, and when I pray I sometimes
feel, in my own mind, God listens bet-
ter in Spanish,” he laughs. “It’s more
personal because it is who I am.”

Continued from page 19

Life has its own amazing twists and turns and
sometimes you find yourself in a place that
you wouldn’t have dreamed of in a million
years. Life or fate, call it what you want,
brought my husband and me to Cedar Rapids.
I was born and raised and went to school in
Bucharest, Romania, a bustling city of more
than 2 million people. I met and married my
husband and moved to the United States a
decade ago, and because we both have oil
industry backgrounds, it only seemed logical
that a big city in the Gulf of Mexico area would
be our base. You see, we both were pretty
much “big city” kids and the thought of a mid-
size Midwest town didn’t fit with our young
married couple idea. But then Cedar Rapids

just happened and eight years and two kids later we would not be anywhere
else. Why? Because there is no better place to come back home to after trips to
wonderful, exotic places. Because here you get so used to friendly, smiling peo-
ple who greet you in stores, in your neighborhoods and everywhere else in town
that you miss this when you are away from home. Because traffic, parking and
even flying in and out do not add unhealthy, life-limiting stress to one’s exis-
tence. Because the quality and quantity of our cultural life can be on par with
cities of much bigger size (so, please don’t tell me there is nothing to do here,
because the truth is, one cannot keep up with everything that is going on in the
Corridor area). Because people here do not want to be “politically correct” and
when they hear your accent they will ask you where you are from, and they gen-
uinely want to find out about you and your roots. Because schools here are just
wonderful. And I could go on and on and on.

People who know me also know how passionate I am about Cedar Rapids,
and for my family it has been a great journey so far here in our town.We are look-
ing forward to more and greater things to come for our family and our town.

— Mirela Taylor
Coldwell Banker Hedges Realty

We Iowans are proud of our rich history, our
heritage and arts and culture in our communi-
ties. Our diversity is growing, and so too are the
number of organizations supporting diversity.

Diversity allows businesses to see the
world from fresh new perspectives and offer
services in creative new ways. Our Corridor
businesses and organizations are working to
increase collaboration and partnerships to pro-
mote the wonderful quality of life and the
unique business opportunities right here at
home. And, they are reaching out to welcome
and support diverse populations when they
arrive.

Together, we can connect lives, build
stronger communities and advance our first-rate businesses in the Technology
Corridor. Growing our diverse populations and supporting those businesses and
organizations that practice diversity right here at home pays big dividends for
business and our communities. It’s a common sense approach to economic
growth with dollar signs.

— Joe Raso
President of the Iowa City Area Development Group
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When Marisa Moore arrived at the
University of Iowa in 1994, she and
her father attended a diversity panel to
learn what the campus had to offer her
as a Native American student.

“The student representing Native
Americans on the panel was white
with red hair,” remembers Moore.
“My dad and I were looking at each
other and going ‘What the heck is
going on?’ It brought to light the com-
plexity of people claiming the benefits
of native ancestry without having the
cultural knowledge.”

Watching the panel was yet anoth-
er learning experience for Moore, who
had been dealing with racial percep-
tions and complexities since she was a
child. Today, she serves as multicultur-
al affairs coordinator for the UI’s Center
for Diversity and Enrichment (CDE),
which includes the Opportunity at
Iowa program.

Born on the Winnebago
Reservation near Omaha, Neb., and
raised in Sioux City by a German
mother and a Native American father,
Moore dealt with the sorts of issues
faced by many others with mixed her-
itage. That included racism and taunt-
ing from both Native American and

white peers. 
“It was very hard for me navigat-

ing both worlds,” says Moore. “Some
people would say, ‘Well, you act like
that,’ or, ‘You don’t act enough like
this.’ I struggled with it a long time
until I finally said, ‘This is me.’”

Her father and mother, who had
graduate degrees in public relations
and marketing respectively, provided
Moore with the tools and ambitions
that have driven her life and career.
Her father had worked as an inves-
tigative reporter for Channel 13 in
Des Moines and always stressed the
need to communicate. 

“My father always said that edu-
cation is the way out,” says Moore. “If
we got in trouble as kids we had to
read the dictionary and memorize
words. My dad had grown up hard
and it was so important to him for us
to have that extra advantage and be
able to cross between worlds.”

In high school, Moore’s friends
spanned a wide range of ethnic back-
grounds, and she developed a comfort
level with all types of people. Still,
despite her father’s emphasis on edu-
cation, she admits she “wasn’t the best
student.” But after graduation, Moore

made the leap across the state and
attended the UI.

“I was one of those borderline
students who might not have gotten
in,” she recalls. “But once I did get in,
I was really successful.”

Despite her and her father’s first
impressions of “Native Americans” at
the UI, Moore says a big part of her
success at Iowa was the support of the
Native American Student Association. 

“That was the first time I really
felt completely accepted by a native
community,” says Moore. “It was the
first time I was exposed to people who
had grown up just like I did. It gave
me a home base. It was like family.”

Moore’s father also impressed on
her the importance of not just know-
ing who you are, but of giving back to
your community. Part of Moore’s job
today at Opportunity at Iowa is coun-
seling minority and first-generation
students who face challenges adapting
to the academic environment. Moore
knows those challenges firsthand, hav-
ing spent plenty of time as an under-
grad on the other side of the desk. 

“I was in adviser Nancy Humbles’
office all the time as a student, often

Marisa Moore:
Native American shares 
experiences with others
By Locke Peterseim

Continued on page 24
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with my bags packed, saying ‘I can’t
do this anymore, I’m going home.’”
Humbles, then a multicultural coordi-
nator and now the director of
Opportunity at Iowa, would always
talk Moore into staying.

Professor Marcella David, the UI’s
associate provost for diversity, noted
how much Moore’s own experience at
the UI helps her help others. 

“Marisa had many challenges as a
student,” says David. “She credits the
one-on-one support she received from
a number of people with helping her
successfully adjust and be successful
as a student. I know that Marisa wants
to provide that support for others.”

Humbles now supervises Moore
and is still impressed by her commit-
ment. 

“Even as a student, Marisa was
always an advocate for students,” says
Humbles. “She’s come a long way and
is willing to step up. Marisa has a pas-
sion for diversity and for working
with kids.”

Today, Moore uses her own story
to help a new generation of students
stay on the academic path. 

“Students have stereotypes that
only smart kids or rich kids go to col-
lege and it’s not them,” says Moore. “I
try to show them that there are people
like them who have gone on to suc-
ceed.” Having moved back and forth
between different worlds also helps
Moore today when it comes to teaching
minority students how to navigate simi-

lar situations. “Each student is a unique
challenge, but it means so much to
have that connection with them.”

Each year, Moore co-directs the
First Nations Summer Program,
which brings Native American high-
school students to Iowa City from
around the country. Moore participat-
ed in similar UI programs when she
was in high school and assisted with
them as an undergrad. These days,
she finds working with the summer
students is very emotional, “knowing
firsthand where they’re coming from
and what they’ve done to be here.” 

Although Moore’s experiences
allow her to reach out to young stu-
dents, working with Native American

summer students also helps her refo-
cus on her heritage. “It’s a way for me
to reconnect,” she says. “Being here in
Iowa City you sometimes disconnect
from that part of yourself, and if you
do it for so long, you start to feel like
kind of an imposter.

“When I was living in Sioux City,
I always went back to my reservation
and tried to learn the language and tra-
ditions,” says Moore, adding that today
she works to pass that cultural knowl-
edge on to her own four children. 

“It’s important for me to go home
and be around my family,” notes
Moore. “And for my children to actu-
ally see the ceremonies that make us,
as a people, who we are.”

I grew up in a small town that was 30
miles west of the Corridor. Growing up in
that small town you have this underlying
feeling of safety and community. I feel
that with the Corridor, it's like my small-
town community that I grew up in, only
more spread out!

I was born in Seoul, South Korea, and
I was adopted by this wonderful Scotch
Irish, German and English family from
Iowa. The magical “thing” that made this
adoption work was the wonderful feeling
of love and acceptance that not only

came from my parents wanting a baby girl so much that they were willing to
find one halfway around the world, but that feeling of acceptance and love and
safety and security from all members of the extended family as well as my
small-town community.

Now, I'm not going to lie and say that I didn't get some weird glances
from people wondering why I don't look like my brother or my parents, or
some pretty ignorant questions from people: What are you? Do you speak en-
gul-ish? Were you born in a ditch? Yes, they really asked me that! For the most
part, I was able to answer these questions with great humor and poise. I always
figured, who better to teach the world than me? But for the most part, I still felt
that the small town that knew me and my family loved me and accepted me
and thought of me as their adopted baby girl as well.

Naturally, I sought out this same sense of welcome and inclusion and
safety as an adult. I've always known I would live in a bigger city than my small
town, but I wanted that same feeling. I have always felt that in the Corridor, and
that's why I chose to start a business in the heart of downtown Cedar Rapids
and live in Marion.

I know that without this feeling of security, I never would have been able
to do community theater, start my funky salon or raise my family here. The
Corridor has given me this feeling so that I can do all of these things very easily
and successfully.

— Jenny Rammelsberg
Owner/ stylist, Studio Zhen

“Even as a student,
Marisa was always an
advocate for students.
She’s come a long way
and is willing to step up.
Marisa has a passion for
diversity and for working
with kids.”

Nancy Humbles

Continued from page 23



RJ Holmes helps people find their
place in the world. 

At Cornell College, the director of
the engagement program works to con-
nect students with internships and
opportunities that can lead to dream
jobs. In previous roles on university
campuses, he developed leadership pro-
grams and helped students transition
from one phase of their lives to another. 

Along the way, he made a few of
his own transitions, too. He was born
halfway around the globe, in the
Philippines, and lived there until age
6, when his mother’s career with a
medical products company moved the
family to Colorado. In his 29 years,
he has lived with his family and as an
adult on his own in major metropoli-
tan areas around the United States,
including Denver, Washington, D.C.,
and St. Louis. 

He had become comfortable with
his big-city life as a gay, Asian
American, young professional and
was well connected with others in his
identity groups. 

So what brought him three years

ago to his current position in Mount
Vernon, a town of fewer than 4,000,
nestled between Cedar Rapids and
Iowa City? 

First, the 1999 Cornell College
graduate loved his alma mater, a
school that had first attracted him
with its one-course-at-a-time program
and liberal arts atmosphere. He was
thrilled to return as an employee. 

Other reasons he returned
included the fact that the Midwest
offered plenty of perks, including no
daily traffic nightmares and an afford-
able cost of living. Also, he was ready
to prove that the Cedar Rapids-Iowa
City Corridor can attract and sustain
the best and the brightest. 

“It’s always a problem, comparing
this area to a big metro and pointing
out what’s here and what’s not here.
It’s not a fair comparison, the scale is
different,” Holmes says. “You can
spend your whole time complaining,
or you can get engaged in the com-
munity, enjoy what’s here. If some-
thing’s not here, you can work to
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RJ Holmes:
Transition from
Phillippines helps
ease others' move
to the Corridor
By Amy Schoon
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broaden the amenities. You can help
make that happen, but you have to
get involved.”

Getting involved is a major theme
in Holmes’s life. Moving from the
Philippines to the United States at an
early age and, he says, feeling like an
immigrant outsider has certainly had
an influence on how his life’s work
and interests have developed. At first
he did not speak much English, did
not look like the other kids and tend-
ed to shy away from activities. 

Because of these feelings and
experiences, he makes intentional
efforts in his personal and profession-
al lives to be inclusive and welcoming
of people regardless of their back-
ground.

As part of his push to become
more involved, he participated in two
young professionals groups in St. Louis
while he was working in the Office of
Residential Life at Washington
University from 2001 to 2004. When
he moved to the Corridor in 2004, he
quickly joined Access Iowa, an organi-
zation whose mission is “to create an
environment in the Cedar Rapids/Iowa
City area that attracts and retains
young professionals."

Now the vice president/president-
elect, Holmes has made his mark on
the social, civic and charitable scenes
the organization serves. He works
hard to promote Access Iowa as a
resource for new residents. The
group’s web site, www.access-
iowa.com, features a calendar of
events, including monthly happy-
hour activities and dinners at various
ethnic restaurants. 

Holmes sets a shining example
for other young professionals, says
Quinn Pettifer, Access Iowa president
and senior sales consultant for KZIA
FM Radio/1600 AM ESPN Radio. 

“From the start, I knew he was
going to be a great addition. He has
innovative ideas and such enthusiasm,
and he’s a passionate person when it
comes to communicating with people

and getting everyone involved,”
Pettifer says. “RJ knows that we all
need more than just the 8-to-5 daily
grind. The more people can network,
get connected and create a life for
themselves, the more likely they are
to stay and feel fulfilled.”

His energy, drive and involve-
ment have gotten Holmes noticed.
While he was earning his master of
arts degree in college student person-
nel from the University of Maryland,
he was named Graduate Staff
Employee of the Year. In 2002, the
Cornell College Board of Trustees gave
him its Leadership Award and the
Missouri College Personnel
Association named him Outstanding
New Professional. In 2006, he was
named one of the Corridor Business
Journal’s “Forty Under 40” for his pos-
itive influence in the Corridor. 

The praise he gets is well
deserved, says Bryan Roush, a Cornell
junior in psychology and communica-
tion who has worked with Holmes on
campus several times. Roush
describes Holmes as an easygoing,
witty guy who’s “all over campus,”
always with a funny story or support-
ive word for those he meets. 

“He’s very devoted to the students
and his work,” Roush says. “He puts his
heart and soul into everything he does.”

Monica Davis first saw Holmes’s
devotion when she was a first-year
student at Cornell and he was a sen-
ior and student body president. He
became her student mentor, and the
two have been close friends ever
since, serving as the college’s young
trustees together and now working
together. Davis is Cornell’s assistant
director of alumni and development
as well as civic committee chair for
Access Iowa. 

The two bought season tickets to
the symphony together. She also gets
frequent e-mails from Holmes, telling
her about one event or another that
she “shouldn’t miss.” 

Whether it’s a meal at a new eth-
nic restaurant or a puppet show in the

Czech district of Cedar Rapids, Davis
can expect to be one of hundreds of
the “closest friends” Holmes will e-
mail to spread the word and gather
people together. 

Davis jokes, with a giggle, that
she’ll always look to him for mentor-
ing, “whether it’s professionally or for
fashion advice or helping me figure
out what I’m doing on Friday night.

“He has a tremendous spirit
about him and an ability to break
down barriers — age, gender, sexual
orientation, whatever,” Davis says.
“He’s got this way about him, you just
want to follow him and want to be
where he’s at.”
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I still believe that the Corridor is
the place to go in Iowa for arts and
culture. When I moved here from
San Francisco four years ago, I had
no idea that I would have access
to one of the world’s largest col-
lections of African art (at the
University of Iowa Museum of Art),
annual performances by Tuvan
throat singers (at CSPS) and inter-
national programming, which has
included Bayanihan, the Philippine
National Folk Dance Company (at
Hancher). I feel welcome and
included here because I am regu-
larly challenged by the Corridor’s
many new and varied cultural
experiences. And, unlike San
Francisco, here I am asked to be
more than a spectator. Here I am
asked to roll up my sleeves and
take part.

— Joe Jennison
Executive Director, Iowa Cultural Corridor



As a Muslim woman proud to wear
her religion’s traditional headscarf,
Miriam Amer of Cedar Rapids has had
to endure taunts and insults from
passersby as she goes about her daily
business.

Amer, the national director of
community services for the Muslim
American Society Freedom
Foundation, makes no effort to hide
her exasperation.

“I’ve had people tell me to go
back where I came from,” she says.
“Where am I going to go? I was born
here. My family has been in this
country for 150 years.”

Amer moved to Iowa from
Connecticut seven years ago when her
husband was hired as a professor at Mt.
Mercy College. They have two children.

She did not fully integrate her
faith into her life until after high
school, when she enrolled at Drexel
University in Philadelphia in 1989.

“I decided I wanted to actually
practice my faith,” she says. “I was
kind of caught between being a
Muslim and an American but not
truly comfortable with either. College
really opened up my world because I
met other people and people of my
faith. Friends taught me to pray, and I
began attending regular services.”

Amer began wearing her head
cover shortly before she was married.
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Miriam Amer:
Muslim woman helps spread
the word about her religion

By Katie Mills Giorgio

Growing up as one of nine chil-
dren in northern New Hampshire,
Amer says her family and most of the
other Muslims they knew were very
secular and didn’t want others to
know of their faith. Her father, who
served several years in the Marine
Corps, ran restaurants and a construc-
tion company.

“The mentality of my parents’
generation was blend in, don’t make
waves,” she says. “We celebrated
Christmas and Easter the secular way
with presents and everything, but we
did also fast during Ramadan and we
drove two or three times a year to the
mosque in Quincy, Massachusetts.”

Amer says her Lebanese family
history is very much like the long-
established Muslim community in
Cedar Rapids.

The first Muslims in Eastern Iowa
arrived in 1895 from the part of the
Middle East now known as Lebanon,
according to the Islamic Center of
Cedar Rapids. A few decades later,
following steady growth of the
Muslim community, the first Islamic
house of worship in the Western
Hemisphere was dedicated in June
1934. It would become known as
America’s “Mother Mosque.”

“Some of them were merchants
and they came pulling hand carts,”
Amer says. “They worked hard for
what they have, and today they’re
lawyers, doctors, teachers, and they
own businesses. They’re well
entrenched in the community. They’re
part of the fabric here.”

For Muslims who have recently
arrived in the Corridor and for other
immigrants, Amer and volunteers
within the organization advocate for
civil rights, inform politicians on the
immigrant and minority viewpoint
through policy papers and provide
advice on how to obtain legal aid and
other services.

“Many of them are refugees,” she
says. “The first group was the
Bosnians, and then it was Somalis and
Sudanese, and now Iraqis.”

Amer says Iowans for the most
part have been welcoming of
Muslims, but she conceded the public
environment has been difficult since
Sept. 11 and problems have occurred
around the state.

Immigrants struggle at first to
learn English and they don’t know the
law, which has led some landlords
and employers to try to take advan-
tage of them through unfair rental
agreements and working conditions,
Amer says.

Muslim women have been told
they must remove their headscarves
for driver’s license photos, when, in
fact, that is not required by Iowa law,
she says.

“For every 100 people who are
good, there’s one bigoted person, and
you’re not going to change their mind,”
she says. “But that’s our job at the
Muslim American Society — to try to
change minds and work within society.”

What should the mostly white
population of Iowa know about
Muslims and what should Iowans do
to better welcome them?

“Know that we’re here, and we’re
not going anywhere,” Amer says.
“Muslims have been in this state for
more than a century. We’re part of the
society here. We work. We’re con-
cerned about our country. If people
would just accept us as human beings
and partners and as brothers and sis-
ters, things would go a lot smoother.
Islam is not some fifth column. There
is nothing to fear.”

Jesse Martinez, a Cedar Rapids
advocate for Hispanics, credits Amer
for seeing the bigger picture beyond
issues related solely to Muslims.

“It’s sometimes difficult to get
past the stereotypes within our own
Hispanic community and the stereo-
types that exist between communi-
ties,” he says. “Catholics and Muslims
haven’t always come together, but
Miriam has helped facilitate that
process. We share similar struggles.
With Hispanics it’s illegal immigra-
tion, and Muslims have struggled

since 9/11.”
Martinez says Amer has worked

to bring the challenges faced by local
religious, labor and minority groups
to the attention of politicians in Des
Moines and Washington.

Iowa needs the diversity that
Muslims, Hispanics and other groups
can provide to keep up with the rest of
the nation and the world, Amer says.

“If young people are leaving our
state in large numbers, who’s going to
pick up the slack?” she says. “It’s got
to be people who want to come here
and live and work. We need some fla-
vor in this state. America used to be
called the melting pot, now it’s more
like a big tossed salad. When you
have diversity, you have flavor.”
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I love to dance. Five years ago, I
started attending salsa classes at
the University of Iowa Field
House every Sunday night. After I
had a few lessons, I started going
to salsa clubs and found great joy
not only in dancing but with the
incredibly diverse population that
welcomed me to their dance
community. Wanting the joy to
spread, I started teaching weekly
lessons every Saturday at CSPS. It
has taken awhile to establish a
salsa dancing community in
Cedar Rapids, but now, not only
does it exist, but there is a great
connection between the dance
communities from both cities. I’ve
met so many great people and
made some lifelong friends.

— Gloria Zmolek
Salsa instructor in Cedar Rapids for

Baile Latino



When she was 9 years old, Jan Stoffer,
now director of education and pro-
grams at the National Czech and
Slovak Museum and Library in Cedar
Rapids, experienced what she termed
“an awakening” while growing up in a
small southern Iowa town.

The fourth-grader made friends
with a Laotian boy about her age after
the community welcomed his refugee
family from Southeast Asia in the late
1970s.

She became interested in her
friend’s language and culture, which
later inspired her to study anthropol-
ogy at the University of Northern
Iowa, but her childhood awakening
also had a dark side.

“The community that had so
openly welcomed this family — after
they had gotten on their feet, maybe
about a year and a half — said, ‘Now
it’s time for you to go somewhere big-
ger because you don’t belong in this
community,’” Stoffer says. “That was
such a powerful statement to me as a
kid – to watch what I thought was
hypocrisy. The community washed
their hands of these people and that
just blew me away. That was the first
time I really saw what was going on in
my community, and I didn’t like it.” 

Stoffer credits her parents with
talking about what had happened and

reinforcing that discrimination and
what the town had done was not
right. She doesn’t know what hap-
pened to the family after it left.

Experiencing diversity is impor-
tant to the personal growth of indi-
viduals and the overall vitality of any
community, and factors that pull cul-
tures together are more common than
what divides them, she says.

“Anthropology has always taught
me that the more I know about differ-
ent cultures the better off I’m going to
be,” Stoffer says. “I’m going to be
more likely to understand their per-
spective, to compromise and to try to
figure out where we have common
ground. The things that do divide us
add spice, conversation and new
ideas. Without all that, we can’t grow
as people or as a community.”

Stoffer says the Cedar Rapids-
Iowa City Corridor has a strong infra-
structure in place to foster diversity
and cultural exchange due to a large
number of philanthropic organiza-
tions that are, in part, dedicated to
promoting those concepts.

“Cedar Rapids especially has this
reputation of being Czech only, but
we have so many other people,” she
says. “I think that’s a strength.”

According to Stoffer, the city’s
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Jan Stoffer:
Early experiences
shape Czech/Slovak
museum educator
By Joe Nugent

Continued on page 36
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prominent Czech heritage is due to
several factors. Immigrants came from
the region known as Bohemia, now
part of the Czech Republic, and
arrived in Eastern Iowa in 1852-53,
only a few years after Iowa achieved
statehood in 1846.

“It’s almost as if they’ve always
been here,” she says.

Unlike immigration patterns of
some other cultures where the father
came first and tried to earn money to
pay passage for his wife and family,
Czechs usually came as family units.
And after a peak immigration period
from about 1870 to 1910, Czechs
continued to move to Cedar Rapids in
the years before the Nazi takeover of
their nation in 1938, and again in
1948 and 1968, after political move-
ments challenging the Soviet-backed
communist government failed.

“We have ’48ers and ’68ers in this
community,” Stoffer says.

In addition, a Czech school has
remained in continuous operation
since it was established in 1871.
Classes in Czech language, history
and culture are offered to all ages dur-
ing a six-week summer session.

The museum was started in 1974
when second- and third-generation
Czechs were afraid that Cedar Rapids
might lose a significant part of its his-
tory, Stoffer says. The first facility was
a house in the city’s Czech Village.
Then a cinder block building was
used until the current facility was
completed in 1995.

“Our mission is to be the leading
United States institution for collect-
ing, exhibiting, interpreting and pre-
serving Czech and Slovak history and
culture,” she says. “Ninety percent of
our gallery is Old World and 10 per-
cent is immigration, so we are unlike
any other ethnic museum in the
nation in that we look at the big view,
not just the immigration experience.”

The museum includes both eth-
nic groups because their languages and
cultures are very similar and their his-

tories are closely linked, Stoffer says,
adding that Slovaks have begun mov-
ing to Cedar Rapids in recent years.

Czechs and Slovaks were sup-
pressed and forced to speak German
under the rule of Austro-Hungarian
Empire in the late 19th and early
20th centuries. World War I was the
catalyst that helped nationalism flour-
ish in both groups, leading to the cre-
ation of Czechoslovakia in 1918.

Some called for separate nations,
but Stoffer says leaders recognized
that the two peoples were stronger
together and the union lasted until
Czechoslovakia’s peaceful split in 1993.

Museum volunteer Cindy Monroe
of Cedar Rapids has led tours, worked
in exhibit areas and helped tend the
flower gardens at the facility over the
last three years since she retired.

Monroe says she interacts with a
wide range of visitors, from people
who saw the museum’s sign on the
interstate to community leaders bring-
ing out-of-town guests to people seek-
ing to learn more about their heritage.

She credits the Cedar Rapids area
with having several outlets similar to
the Czech and Slovak museum where

people can experience diversity, includ-
ing the African American Museum, the
Amana Colonies, the art museum and
the Brucemore historic site.

“Diversity to me is accepting and
understanding that we all have differ-
ences,” she says. “There needs to be
an appreciation for other people’s
backgrounds.”

Reflecting on the experience of
her hometown rejecting the Laotian
family, Stoffer says more dialogue is
needed for Americans to fully recon-
cile the sometimes vast differences
between the rhetoric of acceptance
and the reality of discrimination.

“Accepting change can be very,
very difficult,” she says.

At the same time, she hopes the
area’s Czech heritage will remain strong.

“I don’t think locals realize how
special it is,” Stoffer says. “I don’t
know if they’re aware that very few
Czech communities exist in the
United States that are as active as this
one. There’s a flavor here, people are
used to it and it’s part of the commu-
nity. But it’s sometimes overlooked for
things that are newer or more exotic.”

Continued from page 34

Rather than being Cedar Rapids vs. Iowa
City, the term “Corridor” is commonly used
around here. This sets an inclusive tone
right away. Our two main cities and all the
surrounding towns work together in a very
effective way, and the total result is the
best of the best. For being just one word,
Corridor is very welcoming, inclusive – and
significant.

The Corridor communities have not
forgotten their roots. Our small town
squares and main streets show the heritage
and history while the business and industry

fuels our economic health. At the same time, we are not afraid to embrace and
enhance the area by welcoming anything that is new.

I am not a native Cedar Rapidian or a native Iowan. I have lived in the area
for about 20 years and still remember the warm welcome I got. I have always
felt welcome, included and part of the community. The citizens of the Corridor
are not threatened by the so-called “different.” In turn, I believe they – now “we”
– are not threatening to newcomers to the area.

— Bob Freeman
Director of human resources, Kirkwood Community College



“The core of my life is education, and
education to me is not just school
classes but an ongoing process in
terms of how you live your life,” says
Paul Retish, a professor in the College
of Education at the University of
Iowa. “I’m a believer that where
there’s a will there’s a way, but you
gotta get the will going.”

Retish has the will going. More
than 50 years ago, as a teenaged
Jewish kid from Staten Island, N.Y.,
he began doing volunteer work at an
institution for mentally disabled chil-
dren. Today, at age 70, Retish travels
the world, working with other nations
to improve their education and spe-
cial education systems. But he also
still devotes much of his energy to
helping special populations in Iowa
find better employment opportunities. 

Rabbi Jeff Portman of the Agudas
Achim Synagogue in Iowa City has
known Retish for 32 years. “Paul finds
himself compelled to reach out to
those people who are not getting a
fair shake,” says Portman. “But he’s
not Pollyanna-ish about it. He pushes
people to live up to their potential —
to not just rely on the help of the
community, but to take as much
responsibility as they’re able to.”

As a teen in Staten Island, a vol-
unteer job at a state-supported insti-
tution for mentally disabled children
“got me interested in a very different
group of folks,” says
Retish. After getting a
degree from the State
University of New
York at Geneseo,
Retish moved upstate
to teach special edu-
cation in a small
town. There he met
his wife, Esther, and
they eventually
moved to Indiana to
attend grad school.
There, Retish also
worked with the state
on public programs
for severely disabled
persons. 

The couple
moved to Iowa City
in 1967. “I was the
typical East Coast
person,” remembers Retish. “I had no
idea where Iowa was on the map.”
Getting his doctorate degree while
working with adults with disabilities,
Retish also began teaching diversity
education classes and later worked

with UI Dean of Students Phillip Jones
to create alternative entrance require-
ments for the College of Education. 

At Iowa, Retish’s focus has been
on transition. He
teaches high school
teachers how to pre-
pare students with
disabilities for sec-
ondary education or
post-high-school
jobs. “We now leave
no child untested,”
he says. “That’s not
what I think educa-
tion is about. I think
schools are about
preparing kids to
live in their commu-
nities.” 

William
Hitchings, a profes-
sor of graduate spe-
cial education at St.
Ambrose University
in Davenport, has

worked with Retish for 36 years, first
as his student and then as co-author
on numerous academic papers.
Hitchings says one of Retish’s
strengths is that he encourages his
students to engage in the community.
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Paul Retish:
Jewish faith leads 
educator to give back
By Locke Peterseim

“Paul finds himself
compelled to reach
out those people
who are not getting
a fair shake. But he’s
not Pollyanna-ish
about it. He pushes
people to live up to
their potential — to
not just rely on the
help of the commu-
nity, but to take as
much responsibility
as they’re able to.”

Jeff Portman



“He has one half in higher ed and the
other half grounded in the real
world.”

Along those lines, Retish served
as the commissioner for the Iowa City
Human Rights Commission, where he
started the Building Blocks to
Employment Job Fair, a program
designed to aid people with minimal
schooling in finding jobs. 

“I’m impressed and inspired by
his commitment,” says Stephanie
Bowers, the human rights coordinator
for Iowa City. “It’s not unusual for
him to spearhead or organize human
rights related programs both locally
and abroad.”

A third of Retish’s time is spent
working with the Iowa Nonprofit
Resource Center in the UI Law
School. There, he consults with non-
profit groups, many of which serve
diverse or disabled populations
around the state. Retish also gives
workshops on diversity to business-
people, city managers and other
administrators around the state, help-
ing prepare them for new businesses
and diverse workforces that are com-
ing to Iowa. “We need to be ready for
what should be some very positive
changes,” says Retish. 

Retish’s passion for diversity and
for helping disadvantaged populations
has taken him around the world, giv-
ing presentations and working direct-
ly to improve education in places
such as Indonesia, East Timor,
Moldova and Georgia. A recent trip
with Hitchings to a conference in
Peru took Retish into the Amazon
rainforest where he examined the
educational systems used in small
tribal villages.

It may all seem like a lot for one
person to juggle, but when asked
what motivates Retish, Hitchings had
a quick and simple answer: “His faith
— he’s a Jew. You share what you
have, you give back — that’s part of
Paul’s personality. It’s about giving to
anyone he comes in contact with.”

Being Jewish in the rural Midwest
gave Retish empathy for other minori-
ties. “When I was offered a job at Iowa
in 1967, I called the dean of the
College of Education,” recalls Retish. “I
wanted to know about the Jewish
community in Iowa City. I said, ‘We
keep a kosher home, can I get kosher
meat?’ He got very quiet and then said,
‘I’m going to have to ask one of my
Jewish faculty.’ I said, ‘Okay, do you
have some?’ and he said, ‘I think so.’”

Since then, Retish says, the Iowa
City Jewish community has grown
and improved. He and his wife raised
three sons in the area and have always
been very active in their congregation.
“He’s pretty out there; he’s vocal,” says
Portman, “and he’s been an extremely
valuable asset to the community.
Sometimes he rubs people the wrong
way — Paul calls them as he sees
them.”

So after 70 years of using his will
to find a way, what is the sum total of
Paul Retish’s lifetime of work?

“Some people want buildings,
some people want statues, some peo-
ple want the college of education
named after them,” says Hitchings. “I
told Retish, the legacy you’ll leave is
in your students. They’ll carry on
what you have encouraged them to
do — to be part of a community, to
look out for and to assist those people
who are marginalized.” 

Not that Retish is planning to
hang it up anytime soon. “I think
about retirement, but I’m not quite
ready,” he says. “I want to remain
active in educating not only others
but myself, and I think there are an
awful lot of issues that I have some-
thing to contribute to.” 

Retish himself once told his co-
author what he hopes to leave
behind. Hitchings recalls, “He said to
me, ‘I want one thing from you: If
you’ve been helped by what I’ve
done, then you take someone else and
you spend your time and your energy
and you help them. Pass it on —
don’t break the chain.’”
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The Cedar Rapids–Iowa City
Corridor has evolved in a very
spectacular way over the years. As
a lifelong resident of the Corridor,
I recall at a very early age the
absences of the level of growth
and vitality we all have come to
know and enjoy today. The trans-
formation has not only touched
the lives and careers of those who
live here, but has also become a
magnet for continued growth
through a dynamic commerce
infrastructure. Incredibly, there is
something here for everyone. For
example, the development of I-
380 dramatically expanded
employment opportunities for
those living between Cedar
Rapids, Iowa City and surrounding
communities. I’ve been able to
expand my professional career
considerably, in part through the
ease in which the entire populace
is able to commute up and down
the Corridor. It is apparent that
the Corridor has not yet reached
its pinnacle of growth and oppor-
tunity, but when it does, what a
tremendous economic impact
we’ll all experience and enjoy.

— Hurley Bassett Jr.
Pearson Educational Measurement



After several years of owning and
operating Indian restaurants in Iowa
City and Eastern Iowa, Jeet Saini
wanted a break from the food indus-
try. So, four years ago she opened Om
Gifts for Body and Soul. Exploding
with vibrant color, the small Iowa
City gift shop is a corner of peace and
relaxation, both for its customers and
its owner.

“When I was working in the
restaurant I always wanted to do some-
thing different,” says Saini. “When I
got tired of running the restaurant, I
decided I would do something a little
easier. Plus, our son was a teenager, so
I wanted more time off, which in a
restaurant is not possible.”

Working alongside her husband,
Ashwani, Jeet Saini has owned or
operated Indian restaurants since the
couple came to the United States from
India in the mid-1990s. Ashwani had
originally opened a restaurant in
Fairfield, and Jeet and their son joined
him in 1995 when he opened a sec-
ond restaurant in Iowa City. In 1997,
Jeet purchased and ran the Masala
vegetarian restaurant in Iowa City.

It was after selling Masala that
she decided to open an Indian-

themed gift shop. “Since I have a
background from India and I know
something about Eastern products,
people always ask me about those
types of things,” says Saini. “I have
done textile designing when I was in
India, and in New Delhi I did a uni-
versity degree in textile design and
education. So I wanted to do some-
thing with clothing and jewelry.”

After selling Masala, Jeet found
that devoted Indian food aficionados
followed her to Om Gifts, often beg-
ging for cooking tips. 

“When I was at the store, without
the restaurant, everyone came here and
told me ‘We miss the food, we want
you to teach us how to cook all those
things,’” recalls Saini. It’s that mix of
small-town intimacy and open attitudes
that endears Iowa City to her. “You
know each other, you become friends
with everyone,” says Saini. “And Iowa
City definitely has a very welcoming
attitude toward new things.”

Last year, the Sainis opened a
new restaurant in Coralville, Exotic
India, drawing on dishes and flavors
from all over India. “The food is dif-
ferent in different Indian states and
regions,” notes Saini. “The tastes are

different, the spices are a little differ-
ent here and there. We serve dishes
from the north, some from the central
part of the country and some from
south India. Central Indian cooking is
more popular here.”

Preparing Indian food in Iowa
sometimes means easing off on the
trademark Indian spices. “People ask
for south Indian cooking,” says Saini.
“But southern food is really spicy with
lots of red pepper, so not everyone
can do that – you have to tone it
down. Some people may think Indian
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Jeet Saini:
Indian business-
woman appreciates
the openness of
the Corridor
By Locke Peterseim

food is very spicy, so they are just a
little resistant, but once they come
and they get used to it, they really like
it. We have many repeat customers.”

These days, Jeet Saini spends
most days at Om Gifts and many
evenings at Exotic India, helping
Ashwani run the restaurant. The dou-
ble schedule keeps her busy but
happy. “I like it that way,” she says. “I
like to be doing something.” And
while she enjoys working at both
sites, “the store is more of a fun thing,
and that’s very satisfying.”

What serves Saini well in both
the restaurant and store is her open,
helpful manner and her ability to
quickly connect to her customers.
Sara Pamela Star is an Iowa City-
based acupuncturist and feng shui
consultant who’s been friends with
Saini for years. Star is unabashed in
her appreciation. “I think she’s fabu-
lous,” says Star. “One of the key com-
ponents that attracts people to her
store is its beauty and Jeet’s charming
personality.”

Star also appreciates that Saini

puts forth extra effort to help people
find what they’re looking for. “As a
business owner, she is very tuned into
individual needs and will really cus-
tomize things for customer’s desires,”
notes Star, for whom Saini has spe-
cial-ordered Indian drapes and even
custom designed an outfit for a spe-
cial occasion. 

Om Gifts for Body and Soul has
itself changed over the years. “In the
beginning I wanted to sell mostly
things from India,” says Saini. “But

Inclusive Communities 43

Continued on page 45



Inclusive Communities 45

slowly it evolved a little bit, so now I
have things from Nepal, Indonesia,
the Philippines and from local artists
here in Iowa City.” 

On top of that, the store has
allowed Saini to pursue her interest in
design. She makes and sells her own
jewelry, a “very satisfying” hobby she
had just begun when she opened the
store. And some day she’d like to
branch out into designing and creat-
ing clothing.

When a store is called “Om Gifts
for the Body and Soul,” it’s not surpris-
ing that many customers enter seeking
more than just material items. “A lot of
people come here looking for some
spiritual thing,” says Saini. Sometimes
it’s as simple as seeking a statue of
Buddha or the Hindu elephant god
Ganesha, the lord of beginnings and
removing obstacles. Some customers
are unaware that Buddhism originated
in India before spreading to China and
Japan, but Saini doesn’t mind clearing
up misconceptions. “I always feel really
good when I can answer the cus-
tomers’ questions,” she says.

Saini has held pujas, Indian med-
itation ceremonies, after hours at the
store and sells many items for use in
energy healing work, such as Japanese
Reiki. And of course Yoga — another
Indian import — is very popular
these days, with the store selling yoga
mats, supplies, books and music.

Between the store and the restau-
rant, the Sainis find it tricky to actual-
ly get back to India more than every
three years or so. “When our son has
his summer break from school, it’s
really hot in India, especially in
Delhi,” says Saini. “And in the winter
he only has a couple weeks off.” That’s
not enough time, notes Saini, for her
and Ashwani to visit everyone they
need to in their home country. “We
both have large families back in
India,” she says. “When we go there,
we need at least two or three months
to see them all.”

Even if she can’t get back to India

as often as she’d like, Jeet Saini serves
as an effective informal ambassador
for her country of origin. “She exem-
plifies pride in her Indian and Hindu

culture,” observes Star. “And Jeet has
a personality that is really very attrac-
tive to people who don’t know any-
thing about that culture.”

Continued from page 43

I came to the United States from
Morocco in 1989. My first exposure to life
in America was by living 50 miles from
New York City. My husband and I later
moved with our children to Rochester,
N.Y., and then to the suburbs of Toronto.
These were all wonderful places to live.

We came to Cedar Rapids in the fall
of 1998. Since then, we have benefited
from great neighbors, quality schools, a
strong religious community and afford-
able living. We have also enjoyed many
opportunities to network and share
experiences with others from diverse

ethnic and cultural backgrounds like ours. As a result, we have chosen to live,
work and expand our local horizons in the Cedar Rapids-Iowa City Corridor for
many more years to come.

— Keltoum Hyatt
Keltoum works at Miller Dental 

I’ve been a resident of Cedar Rapids for more than 30 years; long before it was
known as the “Corridor” and, for the most part, it has been a welcoming place.
I’ll be honest and say that it hasn’t always been an inclusive place, but over the
years as the area has grown more and more diverse, the Corridor has become
remarkably inclusive.

You can travel up and down the Corridor and find so many places to visit
and an array of things to see. There are so many cultures, ethnicities and back-
grounds to celebrate in the Corridor, and speaking as a Mexican-American citi-
zen, that makes me feel included.

— Jesse Martinez
Eastern Iowa Coalition for Comprehensive Immigration Reform

On moving here from Germany years ago,
living in and coming home to the
Corridor provides a special feeling, a com-
bination of having the intellectual variety
of Iowa City nearby and knowing that the
stable and diversified economy of Cedar
Rapids gives the Corridor a solid base.

It provides fertile ground for
growth and the opportunity for develop-
ing new ideas and concepts. It is easy to
feel comfortable enough to call the
place "home" on either end of the
Corridor and also to anticipate future
developments and "coming attractions"
with excitement and the knowledge that

the future will bring more positive progress and opportunities for all the peo-
ple in the Corridor neighborhood.

— Dieter Ochs
Retired, Kwik-Way International
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For the first 10 years of his life, Carlos
Vega traveled the United States on a
unique adventure. His father, mother
and his 10 brothers and sisters saw
the country; they also put their sweat
and sacrifice into the land that offered
them promise for the future. 

The Vegas, whose ancestors were
from Mexico, were migrant seasonal
workers who picked crops around the
United States. Vega was born in Van
Buren, Ark., in 1962, but home for
his family was on whatever farm
where they rested their heads on any
given night. 

Then, in the early 1970s, as his
family traveled through Iowa picking
crops, his father became ill; he
required a kidney transplant. He got
his transplant in Minnesota but
received continuing medical treatment
in Iowa. Their transient days were
over, and they settled in Cedar
Rapids. Vega enrolled in school, start-
ed learning English – thanks to tutor-
ing from an older sister – and slowly
began to adjust.

“The state of Iowa and the city of
Cedar Rapids were very helpful and
involved in helping my father find
work in maintenance and trying to

help us establish ourselves here,” says
Vega, 44. “My experience created a
loyalty and gratitude to the communi-
ty and the state. I owe Iowa a lot.”

For the past 20 years, Vega has
been giving back by
dedicating his career
to Iowa Workforce
Development (IWD).
After a three-year
stint in the U.S.
Army and education
at Kirkwood
Community College,
he started in an
entry-level position
as a workforce advis-
er. Through hard
work and dedication,
he advanced to his
current level as man-
ager of the workforce
development center
in Cedar Rapids. 

The Cedar
Rapids center has resources available
weekdays, year-round, including com-
puter software, publications and
Internet sites to help visitors research
careers, schools and communities,
and find information on current

workforce trends. 
It is important to note, Vega says,

that the center is much more than sim-
ply the “unemployment office.” IWD
provides to area employers a wide

array of services, such
as recruiting, out-
reach, employment
fairs, testing and
labor market informa-
tion. Cedar Rapids is
part of IWD Region
10, an area that
serves Linn and
Johnson counties, as
well as Benton,
Cedar, Iowa, Jones
and Washington
counties.

As manager of
his center, Vega helps
connect employers
and qualified job
applicants for a host
of positions, from

entry-level labor to high-powered
professional. 

Making those connections takes a
special skill that Vega seems expert at
using, says Brenda Dodge, his manager

Carlos Vega:
Mexican-American feels 
he owes Cedar Rapids ‘a lot’
By Amy Schoon

Continued on page 48

“When you consider
where he came from
and where he’s at
now, he’s very much
a success story. I
think Carlos believes
that if he’s been able
to do all that he’s
done to be a success,
then anyone ought
to have the same
opportunity to
achieve.”

Brenda Dodge



Inclusive Communities 49

counterpart at the Iowa City IWD office. 
“Carlos is very warm and caring

and supportive. He likes to get to
know the people he’s working with,
one on one, and he’d do just about
anything to help out someone who
needed it. He has a very big heart,”
Dodge says, emphasizing that Vega’s
early years seem to play a big role in
the level of his drive and determina-
tion today. 

“When you consider where he
came from and where he’s at now, he’s
very much a success story,” Dodge
says. “I think Carlos believes that if
he’s been able to do all that he’s done
to be a success, then anyone ought to
have the same opportunity to achieve.”

Vega works to form partnerships
between employers, economic develop-
ment groups, chambers of commerce
and city governments to try to educate
as many people as possible about the
services IWD can provide and about
the job opportunities available in the
Cedar Rapids-Iowa City Corridor. 

More than 300 people walk
through the doors of IWD at 800
Seventh St. SE, in Cedar Rapids each
day looking for work, job-seeking
assistance or other help. That doesn’t
include the hundreds – perhaps thou-
sands – who look for information via
the web site, www.iowaworkforce.org. 

“We’re the information brokers.
We don’t provide jobs for people, but
we do refer individuals and make
connections between employers and
applicants,” Vega says. “We work with
a diverse group of people, trying to
best meet the needs of the community.
We’re the place to go when it comes
to employment needs – I’m not saying
we have all the answers, but we know
where to go to get all the answers.”

One of those organizations IWD
makes connections with is the Iowa
City Area Development Group (ICAD).
They are two of the area’s many part-
ners that work together to organize the
annual Corridor Career Fair, which is
the last Saturday in April at Kirkwood’s

Cedar Rapids campus. 
Linda Schreiber, ICAD director of

communications and business out-
reach, has known Vega for years
through their work associations as
well as through the Cedar
Rapids/Iowa City Professional and
Technical Diversity Network (PTDN).
The network, a chapter of the nation-
al PTDN organized in Seattle in 1997,
is a resource that connects individu-
als, community organizations and
employers to support the growth of a
diverse workforce. (For more infor-
mation, see www.ptdn.net.)

When Schreiber was PTDN chair
and Vega was on the board of direc-
tors, she says she appreciated his
knack for bringing people together. 

“He truly understands the need
to work with others in order to get
things done for the businesses and
individuals we serve,” says Schreiber,
describing her colleague as “exceed-
ingly helpful, knowledgeable about
workforce issues and able to come up
with creative ways to address issues
in a positive light. 

“He understands that people bring
their own skills and assets to the table.
He definitely sees the big picture.”

Working closely with employers
in the area, Vega says he feels confi-
dent in the area’s future job growth
and economic development possibili-
ties. He has reason to care – at least
five reasons. He and his wife, Amy,
have three sons and two daughters
who have attended a mix of public
and parochial schools, played sports
and participated in community activi-
ties. Vega hopes that the area can
offer them a future as well. 

“I can’t imagine a better place to
raise kids than the Corridor,” he says.
“There are great schools, so many
options. I really appreciate this commu-
nity. Maybe it sounds corny to say, but
people truly care about each other here.
Until you’ve been away, somewhere
else, and come back, I don’t think you
realize just how nice it is here.”
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Continued from page 47

The Corridor offers everything at a social,
religious, cultural, business, professional,
technological and personal family level
that I need to lead a fulfilling life. People
are friendly and accepting of other cul-
tures and make one feel welcome. The
crime rate and cost of living is relatively
low, and traffic is manageable. I feel safe
and comfortable here. The part of South
Africa where I grew up is a lot like Iowa,
so I feel right at home surrounded by
cornfields!

I think it is very important to recog-
nize that diversity is a two-sided relationship: Both sides have to give a little in
order to be successful, so the “diverse person” should try to fit in without sacri-
ficing that core thing that makes them diverse just as much as the “non-
diverse person” has to accept that part of the “diverse person” that makes them
diverse.” Differences are what make the world interesting.

— Marie Vanourney
SAP America Inc.

It's the people. Having moved to Cedar
Rapids from a much larger metropolitan
area, we immediately sensed a feeling of
community and acceptance that is not
readily apparent in a large city.

While Cedar Rapids provided a great
place to live and raise our kids, we were
grateful that Iowa City offered the kind
of diversity that is not always found in
smaller cities.

We started a business here in 1998.
Any entrepreneur knows how tough it is

to start and run a business. But we found the people in the Corridor to be
extremely supportive of our venture. We soon discovered that our clients were
actually our best salespeople. They were referring others to our company,
which helped us to grow and prosper.

A person living and working in the Corridor area can choose to be as
involved as they want to be in just about any area they find appealing. Most
often, all you have to do is ask, if someone has not already asked you first!

— Frank Osako
Informatics

My husband and I are an interracial
couple. We’ve been married nine years
and have lived in three Iowa cities. We
have endured our share of unpleasant
stares and comments because of our
relationship. About three years ago, we
moved to Cedar Rapids for my husband’s
job. Our sense of welcome and inclusion
comes not from what has happened
here, but rather from what doesn’t hap-
pen — people don’t judge us based
solely on the different colors of our skin.

— Marlene Jessop
African American Historical Museum and Cultural Center of Iowa

I have traveled the world and no place
has been as welcoming and inclusive as
Iowa. The Corridor is a place where one
can find friendly, hard-working and sin-
cere people. The vast land is peaceful
and liberating.

I was born in Bangalore, India, and
have lived in Dubai, Canada and
California before moving to the Corridor
for my husband’s job opportunity. What
we found were opportunities extended
to the whole family. My son had the
happiest school year of his life as he
played football, worked for a political
campaign and was accepted to Iowa
State University.

I’ve had multiple opportunities for
employment and involvement in numerous community organizations. Due to
Iowa’s political visibility, we have met several presidential candidates.

“The natural state is to be happy” and Iowa makes people happy.

— Uma Mohan
U.S. Bank

When I arrived in the state of Iowa from
Brazil, the only English words I could
speak were "the book is on the table"
and "my name is Viviane." My goal was
to lean English, finish my college educa-
tion and go back to my home country.
Now, 10 years later, I have added a few
more English words to my vocabulary,
gotten my college degree and I am
happy to still be living in the Corridor.
Here, we truly have the best of both
worlds, great career opportunities at
top notch companies and a growing,
diverse community. The number of
entertainment options, cultural events,
restaurants and the easy access to our
area airport make this area perfect for

me. Not to mention the really short commutes, which, of course, means more
time to do the things that I really want do, like Latin dancing!

— Viviane Burris
Manager of diversity & special projects, Rockwell Collins

The vignettes sprinkled throughout the magazine feature
people who live and work in the Corridor and were asked 
to respond to the question, "What is it about the Corridor

that gives you a sense of welcome and inclusion?"



Ethnic Clubs &
Organizations

African American
African American Historical
Museum & Cultural Center 
of Iowa
55 12th Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52406
319.862.2101 / 877.526.1863
Tom Moore, executive director
information@blackiowa.org
www.blackiowa.org

Iowa Commission on the Status
of African-Americans
Department of Human Rights
Lucas State Office Building
Des Moines, IA 50319
515.281.7283 / 800.351.4659
Kim Cheeks
dhr.icsaa@iowa.gov
www.state.ia.us/government/dhr/saa

University of Iowa African
Students Association
University of Iowa
Iowa City, IA 52242
www.uiowa.edu/~uiafrica

Asian
Commission on the Status 
of Iowans of Asian and Pacific
Islander Heritage 
321 E. 12th St.
Lucas State Office Bldg. second floor
Des Moines, IA 50319
515.281.4223
www.iowacapi.org

Iowa Asian Alliance
Regency 6 Building
4600 Westown Parkway, Ste. 105
West Des Moines, IA 50266
515.273.5103
www.iowaasianalliance.com

Buddhist
Cedar Rapids Zen Center
1618 Bever Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52403
319.247.5986
Reverend Zuiko Redding
crzc@avalon.net
www.avalon.net/~crzc/

Wat Lao Buddhavath of Iowa 
The Lao Buddhist 
Temple 1804 E. Park Ave.
Des Moines, IA 50320-1236 
515.282.1801
info@watlaoiowa.org
www.watlaoiowa.org

Chinese
Friendship Association of
Chinese Students & Scholars
(FACSS)
Chen Zhou, president
319.353.4933
Xiaoquian-jiang@uiowa.edu
www.uiowa.edu/~facss/

Iowa Chinese Language School
P.O. Box 648
Johnston, IA 50131
515.270.3767
Hua Mo, principal
Hua.mo@pioneer.com
www.iowachineseschool.org

Czech/Slovak
Federation of Czech Groups
1228 Second St. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52403
319.362.9032 
Michael Papich

The National Czech & Slovak
Museum and Library
30 16th Ave. SW
Cedar Rapids, IA 52404
319.362.8500 
319.363.2209
info@ncsml.org
www.ncsml.org

Czech Heritage Foundation Inc.
P.O. Box 761
Cedar Rapids, IA 52406
319.362.5123

Danish
The Danish Immigrant Museum
2212 Washington Street
P.O. Box 470
Elk Horn, IA 51531
712.764.7001 / 800.759.9192
John Mark Nielsen,
executive director
dkmus@netins.net
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The Diversity Focus board of directors. Front: Ruth White, Kay Halloran and Eugenia Hernandez.
Back: Alfred Ramirez, Robert Becker, Lee Clancey, Cheryle Mitvalsky, Ron Kirchenbauer, Chris
Lindell, Jim Friel, Timothy Gaillard and Michael Hogan. Not pictured: Gilda Boyer.



University of Iowa Office 
of International Students 
and Scholars
University of Iowa International Programs
1111 University Capitol Centre
Iowa City, IA 52242
319.335.0335
oiss@uiowa.edu
www.intl-programs.uiowa.edu/oiss/

Japanese
Japan America Society of Iowa
P.O. Box 12093
Des Moines, IA 50312
515.281.2361
Polly Fortune, board president
jasi@i-rule.net
www.i-rule.net/jasi.org

Jewish
Agudas Achim Congregation
602 E. Washington St.
Iowa City, IA 52240
319.337.3813
Rabbi Jeff Portman
synagogue@agudasachimic.org
www.agudasachimic.org

Iowa Jewish Senior Center
900 Polk Blvd.
Des Moines, IA50265
515.255.5433
Stephen Blen

Temple Judah
3221 Lindsay Lane SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52403
319.362.1261
office@templejudah.org
www.templejudah.org

Lebanese
St. George Orthodox Church
3650 Cottage Grove Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52403
319.363.1559

Micronesian
Cedar Rapids Islanders Baseball 
319.210.9408
Inio Lorenzo, president

Muslim
Islamic Cultural & Heritage
Center — Mother Mosque of
America
1335 Ninth St. NW
Cedar Rapids, IA 52405
319.366.3150 

Islamic Center of Cedar Rapids
2999 First Ave. SW
Cedar Rapids, IA 52404
319.362.0857

The Islamic Center of Iowa City
1812 W. Benton St.
Iowa City, IA 52246
319.354.6167

Scottish
Hawkeye Area Grand Gaelic
Isles Society (HAGGIS)
P.O. Box 10212
Cedar Rapids, IA 52410
Cindy Gunther
Ckgun2@netins.net
www.haggis-iowa.com

Taiwanese
Taiwanese Association of Iowa
811 Hickman Rd.
Des Moines, IA 50314
515.883.2940 (home)
515.280.8535 (work)
Ta-Yu Yang
tayuyang@cs.com

Welsh
Iowa Welsh Society-
Cymdeithas Gymreig Iowa
2502 Beaver Ave.
Des Moines, IA 50310
515.255.0233
Patricia McCaughey
mccaugheyj@worldnet.att.net

Cultural Venues
and Amenities

Amana Colonies Visitors Center
and Convention & Visitors
Bureau
622 46th Ave., P.O. Box 310
Amana, IA 52203
800.579.2294 / 319.622.7622
info@amanacolonies.com 
www.amanacolonies.com

Arts A La Carte
20 E. Market St.
Iowa City, IA 52245
319.337.3989
cjohnk@gmail.com
www.artsalacarteic.org

Arts Iowa City
103 E. College St.
Iowa City, IA 52240
319.337.7447
information@artsiowacity.org
www.artsiowacity.org

The Art Vault
1137 Third St. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52404
319.365.9644
artvault@qwest.net
www.theartvault.org

Bijou Theater
154 Iowa Memorial Union
Iowa City, IA 52242
319.335.3258
bijou@uiowa.edu
www.bijoutheater.org

Brucemore Historic Site and
Community Cultural Center
2160 Linden Dr. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52403
319.362.7375
mail@brucemore.org

www.brucemore.org
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Filipino
Filipino-American 
Association of Iowa
200 Main St.
Carlisle, IA 50047
Alma Reed, president
515.989.0417 (home) 
515.240.5631 (cell) 
www.filamofiowa.com

German 
Amana Heritage Society
P.O. Box 81
Amana, IA 52203
319.622.3567
amherit@juno.com
www.amanaheritage.org

Greek
Church of St. John the Baptist
Greek Orthodox Church
501 A Ave. NE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.364.5460
Ciprian Sas, Priest
www.stjohncr.org

Hindu
Hindu Temple Association 
of Eastern Iowa
1700 Naoma Dr. SW
Cedar Rapids, IA 52404
319.396.3196
contact@iowahindutemple.org
www.iowahindutemple.org

Hindu Temple & Cultural 
Center of Iowa
3392 155th Lane
Madrid, IA 50156
515.795.2635
sahai@mchsi.com
www.iowatemple.org

Hispanic/Latino
Club de Los Amigos
Fiesta del Sol
319.365.9611
Gloria Zmolek
Gloria.zmolek@gmail.com

Iowa Division of Latino Affairs
Lucas State Office Building
321 E. 12th St.
Des Moines, IA 50319
515.281.4080 / 877.330.3516
Armando Villareal
Armando.villareal@iowa.gov
www.state.ia.us/government/dhr/ia

Indian/India
Friends of India Association
P.O. Box 10016
Cedar Rapids, IA 52410
Minir Karia
committee@foicr.org
www.foicr.org

University of Iowa —
Indian Student Alliance
Sri Akella, President
Srinivas-akella@uiowa.edu
www.uiowa.edu/~isa/

Indonesian
Indonesian Student
Association
123 Sheldon #8
Ames, IA 50014
515.441.0455
Teddy Robin, President
Permias-ames@iastate.edu
www.stuorg.iastate.edu/indo/

Irish
SAPADAPASO
P.O. Box 2771
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.310.4710
Lora Howards, president
www.sapadapaso.org

Italian
Italian-American 
Cultural Center
1961 Indianola Ave.
Des Moines, IA 50315
515.280.3719
www.iaccofia.org/

International Student Programs
Intercultural Life Office
Office of Intercultural Life
Cornell College
600 First St. SW
Mt. Vernon, IA  52314
319.895.4484
Crystal Clark
cclark@cornellcollege.edu

Kirkwood International
Students Office
6301 Kirkwood Blvd. SW
P.O. Box 2068
Cedar Rapids, IA 52404
319.398.5443
cmays@kirkwood.edu
www.kirkwood.edu

University of Iowa
International Programs
1111University Capitol Centre
University of Iowa
Iowa City, IA 52242
319.335.0335
319.335.0280
Diana Davies, director
diana-davies@uiowa.edu
www.intl-programs.uiowa.edu

Inclusive Communities52



International Writing Program
100 Shambaugh House
430 N. Clinton St.
Iowa City, IA 52242-2020
319.335.0128
iwp@uiowa.edu
www.uiowa.edu/~iwp

Iowa Children’s Museum
Coral Ridge Mall 
1451 Coral Ridge Ave.
Coralville, IA 52241
319.625.6255
www.theicm.org

Iowa City Community Theatre
4265 Oak Crest Hill Rd. SE
Iowa City, IA 52246
319.338.0443
icct@avalon.net
www.iowacitycommunitytheatre.com

Iowa Cultural Corridor Alliance
P.O. Box 95
Mount Vernon, IA 52314
800.650.ARTS
Joe Jennison, executive director
www.culturalcorridor.org

Iowa Writer’s Workshop
102 Dey House
507 N. Clinton St.
Iowa City, IA 52242-1408
319.335.0416
Deb-west@uiowa.edu
www.uiowa.edu/~iww/

The James Gang
P.O. Box 10083
Iowa City, IA 52244
319.330.1314
annmcraig@gmail.com
www.thejamesgang.ws

Legion Arts / CSPS
1103 Third St. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.364.1580
John Herbert
john@legionarts.org
www.legionarts.org

Museum of Natural History
10 Macbride Hall
Iowa City, IA 52242
319.335.0606
Sarah Horgen
Sarah-horgen@uiowa.edu
www.uiowa.edu/~nathist/

The New Bohemia Group Inc.
329 10th Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
info@newbohemia.org
www.newbohemia.org

Old Capitol Museum
24 Old Capitol
University of Iowa
Iowa City, IA 52242
319.335.0548
Shalla Wilson
www.uiowa.edu/~oldcap

Old Creamery Theatre
Company
39 38th Ave., Ste. 200
Amana, IA 52203
1.800.35AMANA (box office)
319.622.6194 (local box office)
319.622.6034 (business office)
info@oldcreamery.com
www.oldcreamery.com

Paramount Theatre
123 Third Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.398.5211
Scott Schoenike, Executive Director
www.uscellularcenter.com

Paul Engle Center for
Neighborhood Arts
1600 Fourth Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52403
319.366.1836
Ron Adkins, President rsa502@yahoo.com

Prairie Lights Bookstore
15 S. Dubuque St.
Iowa City, IA 52240
319.337.2681
info@prairielights.com
www.prairielights.com

Professional and Technical
Diversity Network (PTDN)
P.O. Box 2292
Cedar Rapids, IA 52406
chair@ptdn.net 
www.ptdn.net

The Quire — Eastern Iowa’s
GLBT Chorus
P.O. Box 1101
Iowa City, IA 52244
319.321.2349
johnc1040@southslope.net
www.thequire.org
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The Carl and Mary Koehler
History Center
615 First Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.362.1501
Tom Hauer, board president
www.historycenter.org

Cedar Rapids Downtown
District
222 Third Ave. SE, Ste. 100
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.398.0449
vanessa@downtowncr.org
www.downtowncr.org

Cedar Rapids Museum of Art
410 Third Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.366.7503
Terence Pitts, executive director
info@crma.org
www.crma.org

Cedar Rapids Opera Theatre
1120 Second Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52403
319.365.7401
vmichalicek@cr-opera.org
www.cr-opera.org

Cedar Rapids Symphony
119 Third Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.366.8203
800.369.8863
boxoffice@crsymphony.org
jwright@crwymphony.org
www.crsymphony.org

Children’s Theatre of Cedar
Rapids / Playtime Poppy
108 Third St. SE, Ste. 220
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.369.3220
PlaytimePoppy@hotmail.com
playtimepoppy.org

Chorale Midwest
P.O. Box 2631
Cedar Rapids, IA 52406
319.651.1299
webmaster@choralemidwest.org
choralemidwest.org

City Circle Acting Company
P.O. Box 5156
Coralville, IA 52241
319.541.2980
john-harper@uiowa.edu
www.citycircle.org

Diversity Focus
205 Second Ave SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.363.3707
Alfred Ramirez, executive director
diversity@diversityfocus.org
www.diversityfocus.org

Englert Theatre
221 E. Washington St.
Iowa City, IA 52240
319.688.2653
info@englert.org
www.englert.org

Hancher Auditorium
University of Iowa
231Hancher Auditorium
Iowa City, IA 52242-1794
319.335.1130
319.335.1160 or 800.HANCER (box office)
319.335.1158 (TDD and accessibility)
hancher-box-office@uiowa.edu
www.hancher.uiowa.edu/

Herbert Hoover Presidential
Library-Museum
210 Parkside Dr.
Box 488
West Branch, IA 52358
319.643.5301
Hoover.library@nara.gov
www.hoover.nara.gov

Humanities Iowa
100 Oakdale Campus N310 OH
Iowa City, IA 52242-5000
319.335.4153
www.uiowa.edu/~humiowa
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Department of Education
Grimes State Office Building
400 E 14th St.
Des Moines IA 50319-0146
515.281.5296
Judy Jeffrey, director
www.iowa.gov/educate

Grinnell College
Grinnell, IA 50112-1690
641.269.4000
Russell Osgood, president
www.grinnell.edu

Iowa State University: Linn
County Extension Office
3279 Seventh Ave., Ste. 140
Marion, IA 52302
319.377.9839
319.447.0647 (hortline)
Connie Benesh, design & public relations
Assistant
Benesh1@iastate.edu
www.extension.iastate.edu/linn

Kirkwood Community College
6301 Kirkwood Blvd. SW
P.O. Box 2068
Cedar Rapids, IA 52404
319.398.5578
Mick Starcevich, president
info@kirkwood.edu
www.kirkwood.edu

Kirkwood Training & Outreach
Services (KTOS)
6301 Kirkwood Blvd. SW
Cedar Rapids, IA 52404
319.398.5517 / 800.363.2220
info@kirkwood.cc.ia.us

Mount Mercy College
1330 Elmhurst Dr. NE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52402
319.363.8213
Christopher Blake, president
www.mtmercy.edu

University of Iowa
202 Jessup Hall
Iowa City, IA 52242
319.335.0705
Marcella David, office of equal 
opportunity & diversity relations
marcella-david@uiowa.edu
www.uiowa.edu

University of Iowa Center on
Aging
2159 Westlawn
Iowa City, IA 52242
319.384.4221
linsey-abbott@uiowa.edu
www.centeronaging.uiowa.edu

High Schools
Catholic Education Office
120 Fifth St. NW
P.O. Box 2307
Cedar Rapids, IA 52406-2307
319.366.2517
Jean Marie Brady, regional director of
educational services
jbrady@cr-cath.pvt.k12.ia.us
www.cr-cath.pvt.k12.ia.us

Cedar Rapids Community
School District
346 Second Ave. SW
Cedar Rapids, IA 52404
319.558.2000
David Markward, superintendent
dmarkward@cr.k12.ia.us
www.cr.k12.ia.us

Clear Creek Amana 
Community School District
327 S. Augusta
Oxford, IA 52322
319.828.4510
Paula Vincent, superintendent
pvincent@cc-amana.k12.ia.us
www.cc-amana.k12.ia.us

College Community School
District
401 76th Ave. SW
Cedar Rapids, IA 52404
319.848.5200
Richard Whitehead, superintendent
dwhitehead@ccs.k12.ia.us
www.prairiepride.org

Grant Wood Area Education
4401 Sixth St. SW
Cedar Rapids, IA 52404
319.399.6700
Lynn Tiemann, English language coordi-
nator
ltiemann@gwaea.org
www.aea10.k12.ia.us

Grant Wood Area Education —
Coralville Office
200 Holiday Rd.
Coralville, IA 52241
319.351.2510 / 800.854.0446
Terri McGraw
tmcgraw@aea10.k12.ia.us
www.aea10.k12.ia.us

Iowa Afterschool Alliance 
200 10th St.,Fifth Floor 
Des Moines, IA 50309 
515.243.2000
www.iowaafterschoolalliance.org

Iowa City Community 
School District
509 S. Dubuque St.
Central Administrative Office
Iowa City, IA 52240
319.688.1000
Lane Plugge, superintendent
www.iccsd.k12.ia.us
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Red Chamber Music
P.O. Box 154
Marion, IA 52302
319.377.8028
music@redcedar.org
www.redcedar.org

Riverside Theatre
213 N. Gilbert St
Iowa City, IA 52245
319.338.7672
Nan Martin, patron services manager
info@riversidetheatre.org
www.riversidetheatre.org

Science Station–McLeod/Busse
IMAX® Dome Theatre  
427 First St. SE 
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.363.IMAX (4629)
www.sciencestation.org

SPT Theatre
110 N. Walnut St.
Mechanicsville, IA 52306
319.361.5297
doug.elliott@mchsi.com
www.spttheatre.org

Summer of the Arts
P.O. Box 3128
Iowa City, IA 52244-3128
319.337.7944
info@summerofthearts.org
www.summerofthearts.org

Theatre Cedar Rapids
102 Third Street SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.366.8592 (business office)
319.366.8591 (box office)
theatrecr@theatrecr.org
www.theatrecr.org

University of Iowa 
Division of Performing Arts
School of Music
1004 Voxman Music Building
Department of Theatre Arts
107 Theatre Building
Department of Dance
E 13 Halsey Hall
Iowa City, IA 52242
319.335.3213
www.uiowa.edu/~dpa

University of Iowa 
Museum of Art
150 North Riverside Dr.
100 Museum of Art
Iowa City, IA 52242-1789
319.335.1727
uima@uiowa.edu
www.uiowa.edu/uima

Urban Theatre Project of Iowa
191 22nd Ave. SW
Cedar Rapids, IA 52404
319.265.1631
lesliesuz@hotmail.com
www.urbantheaterproject.org

Ushers Ferry Historic Village
5925 Seminole Valley Tr. NE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52411
319.286.5763
ushersferry@cedar-rapids.org
www.cedar-rapids.org/ushers

The World — An International
Cultural Center
316 Third Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.350.1194
nancy@becker.name

Young Footliters
P.O. Box 1561
Iowa City, IA 52244
319.338.5999
admin@footlitersact2.org
www.youngfootliters.org

Educational
ACT
500 ACT Dr.
P.O. Box 168
Iowa City, IA  52243-0168
319.337.1000
www.act.org

Coe College
1220 First Ave. NE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52402
319.399.8500 / 877.225.5263
James Phifer, president
opreside@coe.edu
www.coe.edu

College Planning Center
1100 Blairs Ferry Rd N.E., Ste. 104
Cedar Rapids, IA 52402
877.272.4692 
cpc@studentloan.org
www.collegeplanning.org

Cornell College
600 First St. SW
Mt. Vernon, IA 52314
319.895.4000
Leslie Garner Jr., president
communications@cornelllcollege.edu
www.cornellcollege.edu

Cultural Understanding 
and Exploration
Cornell College
600 First St. SW
Mount Vernon, IA 52314
319.895.4000
www.cornellcollege.edu
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Cedar Rapids Freedom Fest
226 Second St. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.365.8313
janet@freedomfestival.com
www.freedomfestival.com/

Children’s Home Society 
& Family Services
Dows Building
210 Second St. SE, Ste. 705
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.363.4088 / 800.952.9302
welcome@chsfs.org
www.childrenshomeadopt.org.

Churches United Inc.
1035 Third Ave. SE, Ste. 202
Cedar Rapids, IA 52403
319.366.7163
churchesunited@yahoo.com
www.churchesunitedcr.net

City of Cedar Rapids
50 Second Avenue Bridge
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.286.5051
Kay Halloran, mayor
kay.halloran@cedar-rapids.org
www.cedar-rapids.org

City of Coralville
1512 Seventh St
Coralville, IA 52241
319.248.1700
www.coralville.org

City of Iowa City
City Hall
410 E. Washington St.
Iowa City, IA 52240
319.356.5000
Ross Willburn, mayor
council@iowa-city.org
www.icgov.org

City of North Liberty
520 Cherry St.
North Liberty, IA 52317
319.626.5726
www.northlibertyiowa.org

Community Foundation 
of Johnson County
325 E. Washington St.
Iowa City, IA 52240
319.337.9637
mstoffregen@iowacityarea.com
www.communityfoundationof
johnsoncounty.org

Downtown Association 
of Iowa City
P.O. Box 64
Iowa City, IA 52240
319.354.0863
dtaiowacity@yahoo.com
www.downtowniowacity.com

Entrepreneurial Development
Center Inc.
230 Second St. SE, Ste. 212
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.369.4955
Curtis Nelson, president
www.edcinc.org

Friends of the Immigrant
Iowa City, IA
319.621.6626 
Kelly O’Brien, president
info@friendsoftheimmigrant.org
www.friendsoftheimmigrant.org

Goodwill Industries of 
Southeast Iowa
1410 S. First Ave.
P.O. Box 1696
Iowa City, IA 52244-1696
319.337.4158
John Watson, president
www.goodwillseiowa.org

Grant Wood Studio 
and Visitors Center
810 Second Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.366.7503
info@crma.org
www.grantwoodstudio.org

HACAP Corporate Office
P.O. Box 490
1515 Hawkeye Dr.
Hiawatha, IA 52233
319.393.7811
info@hacap.org
www.hacap.org

Health Info Iowa
State Library of Iowa
Des Moines, IA 50319
515.281.7574 / 800.248.4483
Annette Wetteland
annette.wetteland@lib.state.ia.us
www.healthinfoiowa.org

Herbert Hoover Presidential
Library Association
P.O. Box 696
West Branch, IA 52235
319.643.5327 / 800.828.0475 
info@hooverassociation.org
www.hooverassociation.org
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Linn-Mar Community 
School District
3333 N. 10th St.
Marion, IA 52302
319.447.3000
Katie Mulholland, superintendent
linnmar.k12.ia.us
www.linnmar.k12.ia.us

Marion Independent 
School District
777 S. 15th St.
Marion, IA 52302
319.377.4691
Nicholas Hobbs, superintendent
nhobbs@marion.k12.ia.us
www.marion.k12.ia.us

Regina Catholic 
Education Center
2140 Rochester Ave.
Iowa City, IA 52245
319.358.2455
Cindy Lavely, public relations and
fundraising director
cilavely@regina.pvt.k12.ia.us
www.icregina.com

Solon Community 
School District
301 S. Iowa St.
Solon, IA 52333
319.624.3401
Brad Manard, superintendent
bmanard@solon.k12.ia.us
www.solon.k12.ia.us

Trinity Lutheran School
1361 Seventh Ave. SW
Cedar Rapids, IA 52404
319.362.6952
Ruth Lavrenz, principal
lavrenzr@trinitycr.org
www.trinitycr.org

Business,
Government 
& Community
Services

10,000 Hours Show
www.uiowa.edu/~tenk/GetStarted/index.html

Access Iowa
P.O. Box 2664
Cedar Rapids, IA 52406
Quinn Pettifer, president
president@access-iowa.org
www.access-iowa.org

The Arc of East Central Iowa
680 Seconnd St. SE, Ste. 200
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.365.0487 / 800.843.0272
Delaine Petersen, executive director
www.arceci.org

Big Brothers Big Sisters 
of Cedar Rapids & East 
Central Iowa
206 Collins Rd. NE, Ste. 202
Cedar Rapids, Iowa, 52402
319.377.8993 
Linda Henecke, president & CEO
www.beabigcr.org

Big Brothers Big Sisters
of Johnson County
4265 Oak Crest Hill Rd. SE
Iowa City IA 52246
319.337.2145  
Scott Hansen, executive director
www.extension.iastate.edu/johnson/bbbs/

Boys & Girls Club
of Cedar Rapids
1501 Ellis Blvd. NW
Cedar Rapids, IA 52405
319.363.5766
www.bgccr.org

Bureau of Refugee Services
1200 University Ave., Ste. D
Des Moines, IA 50314
515.283.7999
Wayne Johnson, bureau chief
wjohnso@dhs.state.ia.us
www.dhs.state.ia.us

Catherine McAuley Center
866 Fourth Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52403-2423
319.363.4993
catherinemcauley@qwest.net
www.catherinemcauleycenter.com

Cedar Rapids Area 
Chamber of Commerce
424 First Ave. NE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401-1196
319.398.5317
chamber@cedarrapids.org
www.cedarrapids.org

Cedar Rapids Area
Convention & Visitors Bureau
119 First Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52406 
319.398.5009
800.735.5557 
Tim Boyle, executive director
www.cedar-rapids.com

Cedar Rapids Civil Rights
Commission
50 Second Avenue Bridge
Second Floor - City Hall
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401-1256
319.286.5036 
Louise Lorenz, executive Ddrector 
civilrights@cedar-rapids.org
www.cedar-rapids.org/civilrights
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Iowa Department 
of Public Health
321 E. 12th St.
Des Moines, IA 50319-0075
515.281.7689
www.idph.state.ia.us

Iowa Division of Criminal and
Juvenile Justice Planning 
321 E. 12th St.
Second Floor, Lucas State Office Building
Des Moines, IA 50319
515.242.5823
dhr.cjjp@dhr.state.ia.us
www.state.ia.us/government/dhr/cjjp

Iowa Legal Aid
Iowa City Regional Office
319.351.6570 
800.272.0008 Spanish line
Kelly O’Brien 
kobrien@iowalaw.org
www.iowalegalaid.org

Iowa Peace Corps Association
1203 Cambria Ct.
Iowa City, IA 52246
319.351.3375
Katy Hansen
kwhansen@ia.net

Iowa SMP – Seniors Fraud
Protection
2101 Kimball Ave., Ste. 320
Waterloo, IA 50702
800.423.2449 
info@stopmedicarescams.org

Iowa United Nations
Association
20 E. Market St.
Iowa City, IA 52245
319.337.7290
Kate Karacay
unaiowa@unaiowa.org
www.iowauna.org

Iowa Workforce Development 
800 Seventh St. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52406
319.365.9270
www.iowaworkforce.org

Jane Boyd Community House
943 14th Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52403
319.366.0431
www.janeboyd.org

Johnson County 
Historical Society
860 Quarry Rd.
Coralville, IA 52241
319.351.5738
mwieting@aol.com
www.jchsiowa.org

Johnson County
913 S. Dubuque St.
Iowa City, IA 52240
319.356.6080
www.johnson-county.com

Junior League of Cedar Rapids
2100 First Ave. NE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52402
319.364.7892 
info@juniorleaguecr.org
www.juniorleaguecr.org

AM Association of Gay Men in
Iowa — First Friday Breakfast
Club
c/o The Davis Law Firm
666 Walnut St. Ste. 2500
Des Moines, IA 50309-3993
515.288.2500
Jonathon Wilson
info@ffbciowa.org
www.ffbciowa.org

LGBT Student Services
1034 Student Services Building
Iowa State University
Ames, IA 50011
515.294.5433
lgbtss@iastate.edu
www.dso.iastate.edu/lgbtss

Linn County
930 First St. SW
Cedar Rapids, IA 52404-2161
319.892.5005
www.co.linn.ia.us

Linn County Blues Society
P.O. Box 2762
Cedar Rapids, IA 52406
319.399.5105
blueshawk@mchsi.com
www.lcbs.org

Mercy Medical Center
701 10th St. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52403
319.398.6011
www.mercycare.org

Mount Vernon Area 
Arts Council
315 First Ave. S.
Mount Vernon, IA 52314
319.895.9645
galen@laceyantiqueprints.com

Mount Vernon/Lisbon
Community Theatre
101 Crestview Dr. NE
Mount Vernon, IA 52314
319.895.8476
mvlcommunitytheatre@gmail.com
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Immigrant Rights Network of
Iowa & Nebraska
c/o Catholic Charities
601 Grand Ave.
Des Moines, IA 50309
Carlos Rios - Iowa coordinator
515.237.5020
crios@dmdiocese.org
www.irnin.org

Interfaith Worker Justice Center
of Eastern Iowa
1035 Third Ave. SE, Ste. 205
Cedar Rapids, IA 52403
319.399.1330
info@iwjiowa.org
www.iwjiowa.org

Iowa Center on Health
Disparities — University of
Northern Iowa
220 WRC
Cedar Falls, IA 50614-0241
319.273.7965
Michele Yehieli, executive director
project-export@uni.edu
www.Iowahealthdisparities.org

Iowa City Area Chamber of
Commerce
325 E. Washington St.
Iowa City, IA 52240
319.337.9637
Nancy Quellhorst, president & CEO
www.iowacityarea.com

Iowa City/Coralville Convention
& Visitors Bureau
900 First Ave.
Coralville, IA 52241
319.337.6592 / 800.283.6592
www.iowacitycoralville.org

Iowa City/Johnson County 
Senior Center
28 S. Linn St.
Iowa City, IA 52240
319.356.5220
linda-kopping@iowa-city.org
icgov.org/senior

Iowa Civil Rights Commission
Grimes State Office Building
400 E. 14th St.
Des Moines, IA 50319-1004
515.281.4121 / 800.457.4416
Ralph Rosenberg, executive director
ralph.rosenberg@iowa.gov
www.state.ia.us/government/crc

Iowa Commission on the Status
of Women 
321 E. 12th St.
Lucas State Office Building
Des Moines, IA 50319
515.281.4461 / 800.558.4427
dhr.icsw@iowa.gov
www.state.ia.us/government/dhr/sw

Iowa Cultural Coalition
319 E Fifth St., Ste. 3
Des Moines, IA  50309
515.280.7234
www.iowaculturalcoalition.org

Iowa Department for the Blind 
411 Third St. SE, Ste. 745
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401-1811
319.365.9111 / 888.346.9557
319.298.9369
information@blind.state.ia.us
www.blind.state.ia.us

Iowa Department of 
Cultural Affairs
600 E. Locust St.
Des Moines, IA 50319-0290
515.281.6412
Cyndi Pederson, director
www.culturalaffairs.org

Iowa Department of 
Human Rights
Second Floor, Lucas State Office Building
Des Moines, IA  50319
515.281.3164
888.221.3724
dhr.dsci@iowa.gov
www.iowa.gov/dhr/ds/index.html

Iowa Department of 
Human Services
Hoover State Office Building
1305 E. Walnut Street
Des Moines, IA. 50319-0114
515.281.3095
David Meeks, diversity program  manager
inclusion@dhs.state.ia.us
www.dhs.state.ia.us/dhs2005/dhs_homepage/dhs
_organization/other/diversity.html#search='diversity'
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Mount Vernon/Lisbon
Marketing and Tourism
Association
P.O. Box 31
Mount Vernon, IA 52314
319.210.9935
lwhite@visitmvl.com
www.visitmvl.com

New Iowan Center — Iowa
Workforce Development 
1700 S. First Ave., Ste. 11B 
Iowa City, IA   52240-6036 
319.351.1035 
Oscar Rosales, NIC outreach specialist
Oscar.Rosales@iwd.iowa.gov
www.iowaworkforce.org/centers/newiowan

North Liberty 
Community Center
520 W. Cherry St.
Iowa City, IA 52317
319.626.5716
www.northliberty.org/rec/

Old Brick Church and 
Community Center
26 E. Market St.
Iowa City, IA 52245
319.351.2626
www.oldbrick.org

Priority One
424 First Ave. NE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.398.5317
Mark Seckman, president
www.priority1.com

Persons with
Disabilities

Compu Place – Serving 
People with Disabilities 
1035 Third Ave SE., Ste. 101
Cedar Rapids, IA 52403
319.362.4284
Robin Switzer Brunner
compuplacer@yahoo.com

Deaf Services 
Commission of Iowa
Second Floor, Lucas State Office Building
Des Moines, IA  50319
515.281.3164 V/TTY
888.221.3724 V/TTY
dhr.dsci@iowa.gov
www.state.ia.us/government/dhr/ds

Iowa Department of Human
Rights 
Lucas State Office Building
321 E. 12th St.
Des Moines, IA 50319
888.219.0471
Jill Avery-Fulitano
Djr.disabilities@iowa.gov
www.state.ia.us/dhr/pd
www.iowa.gov/state/main/disabilities.html

Standing by Words Center
205 N. Front St.
North Liberty, IA 52317
319.626.2055
steve@southslope.net
www.standingbywords.org

Systems Unlimited, Inc. – 
Serving People with Disabilities
2533 Scott Blvd., SE
Iowa City, IA 52240
319.338.9212 / 800.401.3665
info@sui.org
www.sui.org

University of Iowa Center on
Aging
2159 Westlawn
Iowa City, IA 52242
319.384.4221
linsey-abbott@uiowa.edu
www.centeronaging.uiowa.edu

Waypoint
318 Fifth St. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.365.1458
www.waypointservices.org

Media
Art Scene Iowa
8657 Douglas Ave.
Urbandale, IA 50322
515.210.7066
Rod Kabel, publisher
Roderick@artsceneiowa.com
www.artsceneiowa.com

Corridor Business Journal 
100 Oakdale Campus, #25 TIC 
University of Iowa 
Iowa City, IA 52242-5000 
319.335.4844 
John Lohman, publisher
www.corridorbiznews.com

Des Moines Register
715 Locust St.
Des Moines IA 50309
515.284.8000 / 800.532.1455
www.desmoinesregister.com

Gazette Communications
500 Third Ave. SE
Cedar Rapids, IA 52401
319.398.8211
www.gazetteonline.com

Iowa City Press-Citizen
1725 N. Dodge St.
Iowa City, IA 52244
319.337.3181
www.press-citizen.com

Public Access Television – 
Iowa City
206 Lafayette St.
Iowa City, IA 52240
319.338.7035
contact@patv.tv
www.patv.tv
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