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Calendar 

ISSUE NO.1 SPRING 2026 

SIENA LITERACY CENTER 

NEWSLETTER 
Dear supporters of Siena Literacy Center, 

Signs of spring are emerging in Detroit daily, giv-
ing us grounding reminders of hope and persever-
ance. This spring, we have the installation of a 
rain garden to look forward to, in addition to the 
daffodils, hyacinths, and tulips already adding de-
light to our campus. If you are local, I hope you 
can join us for our Annual Open House on Thurs-
day, April 30, where we will be hosting a Rain Garden Charette to plan 
the installation! You can read more about this event on page 3.  

A year ago, I shared the news that we would no longer be sponsored by 
the Adrian Dominicans due to their declining number of Sisters. With the 
generous support and guidance of the Adrian Dominicans’ leadership, 
their legal team, and our Board of Directors, Siena successfully transi-
tioned to a fully independent nonprofit at the end of last year. And at our 
most recent board meeting in February, Sister Fran Nadolny, O.P. led us 
in a beautiful Transition Ceremony to formally begin their new relation-
ship with Siena as a legacy institution. It was deeply moving and I was 
honored to share in this moment. Siena would not be the organization it 
is today without the vision, leadership, and financial support that the 
Adrian Dominican Sisters provided for over 30 years. We will continue to 
live out their mission with gratitude as we “seek truth, make peace, and 
reverence life” through literacy. 

Thank you for supporting Siena in all the ways that you do. We are con-
tinuing to lift up our 30 Years of Learning campaign. If you are a monthly 
donor already—THANK YOU. If you’ve been thinking about making a re-
curring gift but haven’t yet, there is still time! I’m also excited to share 
that we can now accept Donor-Advised Funds directly through our web-
site. You can learn more about these two giving options at sienalitera-
cy.org/give. Thank you for being a part of our story. 

With gratitude, 

 

                                               Caitlyn Pisarski, Executive Director 

 

APRIL 16 

Volunteer Awards Ceremony 6 

pm 

APRIL 30 

Annual Open House 11 am-3 pm 

(Rain Garden Charette 1-3 pm) 

MAY 15 

Rain garden installation (rain date 

May 22)   

MAY 25 

Building closed—Memorial Day  

JUNE 18 

Building closed—Juneteenth 

JUNE 25 

Student Awards/Graduation Cer-

emony 6 pm 

SEPTEMBER 7 

Building closed—Labor Day 

SEPTEMBER 19 

Annual Benefit Evening 

 

ONGOING 

New student sign up:  

www.sienaliteracy.org/signup 

New tutor orientation:  

www.sienaliteracy.org/tutor 

Help plan our rain 

garden! 

Page 3  

Meet our new 

team members  

Page 2 

http://www.sienaliteracy.org/give
http://www.sienaliteracy.org/give
https://secure.qgiv.com/for/volunteerawardsceremony/event/siena
https://secure.qgiv.com/for/volunteerawardsceremony/event/siena
https://www.sienaliteracy.org/benefit
http://www.sienaliteracy.org/signup
http://www.sienaliteracy.org/tutor
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Meet the new members 

of our Siena team!  
Ilene Wolff first came 

to Siena as a volun-

teer tutor in January 

of 2025 and was quick 

to offer her expertise 

in communications 

and event planning as 

well. We are thrilled that she is officially 

joining our Board of Directors.  

Sister Susan, a Dominican nun who was 

my first-grade teacher, taught me to read. 

So it felt like tying a big bow on her gift 

when I joined  the board of a literacy or-

ganization founded by the Adrian Domini-

cans. 

That gift served me well while earning a 

degree in journalism at Wayne State Uni-

versity. Being a reader was also critical 

during my career as a newspaper reporter, 

public relations professional and, since 

2009, a freelance writer. Reading has pro-

vided me countless hours of pleasure. It’s 

also led me to join with other readers in 

two book groups. 

Now that my writing career is winding 

down, having time to volunteer with or-

ganizations like Siena is a great source of 

satisfaction in my life. I also work in the 

kitchen at the Pope Francis Bridge Housing 

Center and at the Blood Cancer Founda-

tion of Michigan, where I do research and 

writing in support of its fundraising efforts. 

For relaxation, I play cards twice a week. I 

travel Up North frequently where my part-

ner of 32 years lives with his three cats, all 

of whom have my heart. 

Board of Directors: 

 ILENE WOLFF 

Social Work Intern:  
DREW DIERMEIER 

My name is Drew, and I’m currently working 

toward getting my MSW at the University of 

Michigan. I’m drawn to work that strength-

ens communities and expands access to edu-

cation, which is why Siena’s mission stood 

out to me. In my role, I’ll be leading a GED 

support group, helping with tutor recruitment and outreach, 

supporting learner intakes, and connecting learners with re-

sources in the area. I’m looking forward to continuing to get to 

know the learners and tutors supporting the important work 

happening here. Outside of work, I enjoy basketball, reading, 

and exploring new places. I’m also always looking for great 

food, so please feel free to send any restaurant recommenda-

tions my way!  

Staff Member:  
AISSATOU DIAO 

My name is Aissatou Diao, and I’m so grate-

ful to join Siena Literacy Center as the Pro-

gram Support Associate. I work with regis-

tering new students and helping them in 

the computer lab. In particular I speak Wol-

of and French, and my skills as a translator 

are helpful in communicating with ESL students. My work al-

lows me to travel through words and discover new cultures. 

When I’m not immersed in texts, I often find myself in the 

kitchen experimenting with new flavors and creating dishes 

that warm the heart. I also love taking the time to braid my 

loved ones’ hair, a moment of calm and sharing that allows me 

to reconnect with what’s essential. For me, life is a mix of 

words, flavors, and precious moments.  

Aissatou is an alum of Siena’s CNA and ESL programs.   
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Siena staff trains in CPR, mental health first aid 
Siena staff recently participated in two different first aid training 

opportunities, thanks to a grant from The Village Club Foundation. 

The grant also provided a defibrillator for our building. Below left: 

At the annual staff retreat in November, Siena staff participated in 

a mental health first aid training from DWIHN (followed by a team-

building murder mystery party!). Right: In March, Siena staff took a 

hands-on training with Nursing Detroit to become certified in CPR.  

Be a part of our future rain garden planning!  

It’s almost time to break ground on our new rain garden, and we 

want your input! Drop into Siena during the month of April to vis-

it our interactive station, where you can give feedback on plants, 

designs, and how the space should be used. You can also attend 

our open house on April 30, where we’ll be hosting a planning 

session from 1-3 pm (see page 6).  

The rain garden is made possible by Healing Over Habitat, an initi-

ative of National Wildlife Federation program Sacred Grounds, as 

well as additional funding from Alliance Catholic Foundation. The 

Healing Over Habitat initiative aims to  promote healing through 

nature by designing native plant gardens that address community 

needs, in collaboration with partners Friends of the Rouge and 

the Sierra Club.  

Important dates 

Month of April: Visit our  

interactive feedback station 

April 30, 1-3 pm: Planning  

session at our open house 

May 15: Garden installation 

(rain date May 22) 

https://thevillageclub.org/the-village-club-foundation/
https://dwihn.org/
https://www.nursingdetroit.com/
https://www.nwf.org/SacredGrounds
https://alliancecatholicfoundation.org/
https://therouge.org/
https://www.sierraclub.org/michigan
https://www.sierraclub.org/michigan
https://therouge.org/
https://www.nwf.org/SacredGrounds
https://www.nwf.org/
https://alliancecatholicfoundation.org/
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Celebrating our 2025-26 social work interns 

We’re so grateful to our Wayne State University social work interns, Autumn Hall and 

La’Tisa Madden, who are wrapping up their time with us this spring.  We’ll miss their energy 

and enthusiasm! (See page 2 to meet new intern Drew Diermeier, who will join us from the 

University of Michigan through December.) 

My time as an intern at the 

Siena Literacy Center has 

been truly meaningful. 

Through this experience, I 

learned so much about the 

importance of adult educa-

tion and the powerful role it 

plays in people’s lives.  

Working with adult learners from many differ-

ent walks of life reminded me that education 

can be a centering and unifying force. No 

matter our backgrounds, the pursuit of 

knowledge brings us together and opens new 

possibilities.  

Throughout my internship, I felt deeply sup-

ported on my own educational journey, and I 

will forever cherish the lessons, connections, 

and inspiration I gained here.  

Autumn Hall 

My time at Siena Literacy 

Center has been a meaning-

ful and rewarding experi-

ence. Working with adult 

learners showed me how 

powerful education can be 

in creating new opportuni-

ties and building confi-

dence.  

Throughout my internship, I learned the im-

portance of patience, encouragement, and 

meeting people where they are. Being part of 

a space where learners support one another 

reminded me how much strength comes from 

within the community and connection.  

I’m grateful for the support I received and the 

lessons I will carry with me. I will always value 

my time here. 

La’Tisa Madden 

https://socialwork.wayne.edu/
https://form.jotform.com/260824372470052


5 

 

Student Spotlight: MELISSA HAGERMAN 

Student Melissa Hagerman was nervous when she en-

rolled at Siena Literacy Center last September. Her ex-

perience with school in the past had not been positive, 

and she left in the 4th grade due to bullying and family 

troubles. She was worried about meeting new people 

and feeling judged.  

But it did not take her long to become part of the Siena 

family, especially after she started working with her tu-

tor, Mary Brown, in January. “She’s funny,” Melissa 

said. “She makes me laugh.” 

The two work together weekly on Melissa’s reading 

comprehension, including sequence and grammar rules. Mary had to make 

adjustments when her original lesson plans turned out to be too easy for 

Melissa. When they reviewed the vocabulary lists, “She didn’t even hesi-

tate,” Mary said.  

Melissa also works independently on computer software, and spends her 

free time volunteering at a hospital. Her goal is to find a good job and live 

on her own. “She has a great spirit,” Mary said of Melissa.  

Melissa said she was glad that she had come to Siena. “You guys do great 

stuff here and help us with stuff,” she said. “You give us great tutors.” 

Program expands support for asylum seekers 

Grant funding has made it possible for Siena Literacy Center to provide expanded services for students need-

ing to prepare applications for asylum and employment authorization.  

Through a partnership with the Michigan Immigrant Rights Center (MIRC), and referrals to other community 

partners, Siena was able to serve more than 100 English language learners, providing access to immigration 

legal service referrals, basic needs case management, and English as a 

Second Language instruction. Siena hosted MIRC for three asylum and 

immigrant rights and responsibilities workshops, in addition to a full-

day onsite clinic for participants to speak with MIRC’s attorneys and 

legal assistants about individual cases.  

https://michiganimmigrant.org/
https://michiganimmigrant.org/
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http://www.sienaliteracy.org/benefit
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With Gratitude to Our Generous Donors 

Adrian Dominican Sisters  •  Alliance Catholic Foundation  •  Catholic Foundation of Michigan   

City of Detroit Neighborhood Opportunity Fund  •  Community Foundation for Southeast Michigan 

Dollar General Literacy Foundation  •  Dominican Center Spirituality for Mission  •  DTE Energy Foundation  

Michigan Department of Labor and Economic Opportunity  •  Plante Moran Charitable Fund 

PNC Foundation  •  St. Suzanne Cody Rouge Community Resource Center 

The Village Club Foundation  •  Young Woman’s Home Association 

Major Funders 

In Appreciation of Siena’s Board of Directors 

Sue Witham, Chair 

Alfred Robertson, Vice-Chair/Treasurer 

Ron Eady, Secretary 

Bill McKnight 

Greg Cascione 

Steve Wasko 

Mark Weisenthal 

Sr. Ellen Burkhardt, O.P. 

Ilene Wolff 

Donors 

Yolanda Adams 

Adrian Dominican Sisters St. Gerard  
Convent 

Ally Financial 

Anonymous 

Issakha Ba 

Richard Baks 

Evelyn Barrack 

Susan Bayha 

CaroleAnn Beaman 

Lee Bosek 

Mary Ellen Burke 

Mohamed Camara 

Anne Carrier 

Greg Cascione 

Detroit City Football Club 

Jan DiBasio 

Robert Esler 

Carolyn Felton-Milhouse 

Derek Foster 

Mary & Edward Francis 

Charles & Diane  
Gallagher 

Terrence George 

The Greening of Detroit 

Carole Hawke-Diop 

Mary Ellen Hochkins 

Jeffrey L. Kenaga 

Norman and Bonnie Kern 

John Kluka 

Margaret Kohler 

Joseph R. Korotko 

Ann Langford 

Frank Latos 

John Lesser 

Ann Lusch 

Willa Mackey 

Bill & Edie McKnight 

Metro Detroit Chapter of the National 
Organization of Black Law Enforcement 

Executives 

Shirley Morrow 

Ed & Jan Moylan 

Nancy Newell 

James Petersen 

Alma Petrini 

Janette Phillips 

Caitlyn Pisarski 

Gerri & Neal Pisarski 

Carol Plasha 

Donna Potter & Anne Van Amerongen 

Edward Roberge 

Joseph R. Robinson 

Samantha Russel 

Dennis Sawinska 

Lloyd Sharper 

Eva Shillair & Jacob Stagg 

Sonja Still 

Helen Styles 

Anne Thomson 

Valerie Wade 

Evelyn Weir 

Mark Weisenthal 

Ed Wilkie 

Taelor Witham 

In Memoriam 

Mike Chall 

Larry DiBasio 

Sr. Mary Hemmen 

Jonathan New 

Sr. Mary Anna Riley 

Sr. Margaret Stechschulte 

In Honor of 

Sr. Janice Brown 

Legacy Institution 

https://www.adriandominicans.org/
https://alliancecatholicfoundation.org/
https://catholicfoundationmichigan.org/
https://detroitmi.gov/departments/housing-and-revitalization-department/nonprofits-and-community-groups/neighborhood-opportunity-fund
https://cfsem.org/
https://www.dgliteracy.org/
https://dominicancenter.org/
https://empoweringmichigan.com/foundation/
https://www.michigan.gov/leo
https://www.plantemoran.com/explore-our-thinking/insight/about-us/pm-cares-providing-community-support-close-to-home
https://www.pnc.com/en/about-pnc/corporate-responsibility/philanthropy/pnc-foundation.html
https://www.stsuzannecodyrouge.org/
https://thevillageclub.org/the-village-club-foundation/
https://www.youngwomanshome.org/
https://sharedetroit.org/
https://adriandominicans.org/
https://thevillageclub.org/the-village-club-foundation/
https://www.proliteracy.org/


 

 

SIENA LITERACY CENTER 

16888 Trinity St.  

Detroit, MI 48219 

www.sienaliteracy.org • 313-532-8404 

ELECTRONIC SERVICE REQUESTED 

http://www.sienaliteracy.org
https://secure.qgiv.com/for/volunteerawardsceremony/event/siena

