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Golden Gate Community Center: A Treasure Trove of Stories

As seen through the eyes of Peggy O’Sullivan
Fall 2007

As soon as I walked inside the walls of the Golden Gate Community Center in Phoenix, I felt a rush of
emotions. The vibrant colors on the walls stimulated my creativity, the laughing sounds of children
warmed my heart and the buzz of activity made me aware that something special was happening here.
As Director Phyllis Habib whisked me through a tour of this extraordinary facility, I gazed in wonder,
struggling to absorb all that I was seeing and feeling. I saw a classroom filled with women listening
excitedly to the speaker explaining the symptoms of depression — in Spanish! I saw other rooms with
young people of all ages absorbed in various activities from art to athletics. I saw a beautifully detailed
photo collage on the wall that Phyllis said was created by community youth. I met staff members busily
engaged in the planning and operations of Golden Gate’s numerous programs, who would stop for a
brief chat with Phyllis before scurrying off down the corridor.

Phyllis raved about the staff, and I could see why: everyone I met was enthusiastic, passionate and
devoted to this place and to the people in it. I quickly learned that Golden Gate is a place where staff
have a tradition of working with the community. Abruptly, Phyllis stops and we peek into a small room
with about 15 school-aged children sitting on the floor. The woman leading the discussion looked up to
greet us, smiled and asked, “Do either of you know a scary Halloween story?” Instantly, the children all
turned to look at us, their eager faces waiting expectantly. While my mind went blank, Phyllis declared,
“I do!” Without hesitation, the lights were dimmed, and the children sat silently in rapt attention, as my
guide became transformed into an expert storyteller. Phyllis wove a beautifully choreographed tale of
mystery and intrigue involving a young girl who had the courage to “trick or treat” at a scary old
mansion. The room erupted in cheers and applause as the story came to a triumphant ending for the
brave girl —although a few boys puffed up and proclaimed, “That wasn’t so scary!” As the lights came
back on, Phyllis leapt to her feet. “Gotta go!” she shouted to the children. “Sorry for the delay,” she
whispered to me, as we continued our whirlwind tour. I, for one, was not at all displeased.

Walking briskly toward the newly remodeled gymnasium, Phyllis stopped to greet a young man.
“‘Armando’”, she explained, introducing me, “plans to go to college. When he found out that his high
school didn’t have an organized volunteer program, he asked if he could create one here. Now, it’s in
place.” As we walked rapidly on, she remarked, “He’s a smart one, that Armando. He knew that college
admissions people look for prospective students with a record of community service, as well as good
grades. He saw a need and turned to Golden Gate for a solution. That’s the way a lot of things have
developed around here. It truly is a community partnership.”
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At Golden Gate, dreams are big, but money is limited. This appears to cause some strain. Phyllis
showed off the gleaming gymnasium with pride, noting that since they installed air conditioning,
enrollment in the athletic and exercise classes has increased dramatically. Yet, she winced as she
observed wryly, “That’s wonderful, but the electricity bills have increased to $5,000 a month! If it
wasn’t for the Arizona’s Children Association, which brought us under their umbrella, I don’t know
where we would be.” Quickly, she brushes this cloud from her thoughts, noting, “But enough of that.
You aren’t here to listen to problems. You came here to hear positive stories, so let’s continue on with
our tour.”

As we walked, Phyllis fills me in on the dazzling array of programs offered at Golden Gate, which serves
over 6,000 individuals and families at every age across the lifespan. Programs include youth athletics;
personal fitness for women; nutrition for elementary school children; family health and wellness fairs;
after-school activities; adult computer instruction; and senior lunches and field trips; to name just a few!

Golden Gate Serves Residents across the Lifespan

Infants Children Teens Adults Seniors

As we continue our tour, Phyllis leaves me for awhile with staff member Daniel Zapata, who proudly
demonstrates the new computer registration system. He explains that up until now, the activity reports
required by their funders had to be tallied by hand. Given the different categories of clients and services
offered at Golden Gate, this was a laborious undertaking. “With a little tweaking,” Daniel says smiling,
“this new system will generate the necessary reports automatically. This will free up precious staff time
for direct program services.” He then shows me the enrollment numbers for their English as a Second
Language classes, adding, “Demand is so high, I could easily fill another evening class, but we are
already using all of our available space.” I ponder this fact in light of the negative way I sometimes hear
immigrants portrayed. Instead of people with no desire to assimilate into American life, Daniel recounts
stories about hard-working men and women, clamoring to learn English, gain computer proficiency and
become productive citizens. They see Golden Gate as a place that will help them reach these goals.
Daniel explains that while there is a modest fee for all of Golden Gate’s classes and programs, they try to
keep them as low as possible. Otherwise, many of the community residents would be unable to afford
them, because their incomes are so low.

Soon Phyllis returns and escorts me back to her office. I notice a neat stack of multi-colored fabric
swatches sitting on her desk. Observing my interest, Phyllis announces enthusiastically, “Now there’s a
great story for you!” Phyllis quickly launches into the tale of a woman named ‘Maria’, who is leading a
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group of other grandparents and children in making a beautiful quilt for Golden Gate. Phyllis continues,
“Maria came to us through our KARE program, which helps grandparents raising children. When she
first arrived in early 2006, Maria was exhausted and severely depressed. She had been caring for her
young grandson — on her own — for seven years, but she had become deeply discouraged because she
had no resources to help him.” Phyllis explained that as Maria applied the knowledge she gained
through the KARE program, her circumstances changed dramatically. Maria obtained food stamps,
monthly cash assistance and medical insurance for her grandson. Then, she became his legal guardian,
which meant that she now had the authority to make prompt decisions concerning his welfare. As her
circumstances changed, Maria herself became transformed. I learned that she is now a vibrant woman,
who actively participates in planning programs and services to help other grandparents. Phyllis adds,
“She has become our liaison with the Spanish language media, and represents us so well! Everyone
enjoys her style and sense of humor. Maria has become a source of inspiration and hope for everyone
in the community.” Phyllis pauses for a moment, then adds, “There are many stories like this, of people
who originally come to Golden Gate for help, but now they are the ones helping others.”

As I reflected on this, I began to see that Golden Gate is a veritable treasure trove of stories. They hang
like ripe fruit wherever one turns, just waiting to be discovered and savored.
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