


 “It is about a search, too, for daily meaning as well as daily bread,  

for recognition as well as cash, for astonishment rather than  

torpor; in short, for a sort of life rather than a Monday through Friday  

sort of dying.” 

– STUDS TERKEL

PROJECT&

The Working in America initiative is dedicated in honor of  

Studs Terkel (1912 - 2008) and Alan Saks (1927- 2005):  

two fierce humanists who believed there were no average people.



1WORKING IN AMERICA

Working in America explores authentic, raw, and honest stories focused on the daily desire to 

survive, thrive, participate and contribute —stories of how we locate ourselves in society,  

how we are seen or made invisible, and how we find meaning. Through these narratives of 

others as well as our own stories, we learn that work is the thread that runs through us all, 

universal, yet particular and deeply personal. 

We live in a time of great innovation as well as deep dissatisfaction, endless possibilities and 

creativity, diminishing resources and new fantastic discoveries. This is a moment of greater 

diversity in public life and discourse—the most we have ever experienced, perhaps. And  

a heightened awareness of systemic racism and violence by the general public and greater  

visibility of gender issues. There is unprecedented inequality, struggling post-industrial cities, 

under employment, unemployment and weak public systems. At the core of these tensions  

is work, labor, and the American worker and workforce. 

The centerpiece of the Working in America initiative is a nationally traveling photography 

exhibition focused on the stories of veterans, a tech worker, farmer, entrepreneur, domestic 

worker, athlete, artist, educator, police officer and more. The images were taken by Project& 

Fellow and Pulitzer Prize-winning photographer Lynsey Addario. The exhibit, designed in 

collaboration with award-winning architect Jeanne Gang and Studio Gang, profiles 24 people 

from 17 states ranging in ages from 21 to 87. The Working in America initiative, created and 

conceived by Jane M. Saks and Project&, includes the online living community, Your Working 

Story, where anyone at the exhibit or across the country can contribute their own stories, 

chronicling what work and working means to them. 

Working in America is inspired by, celebrates, and brings forward the tradition and humanity 

of Studs Terkel from his influential book Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day 

and How They Feel About What They Do (1974). To further engage Studs’ living legacy as part 

of the initiative, Project& and Radio Diaries have co-produced a series, “Working Then and Now,” 

including never before heard field recordings Terkel conducted for the book as well as  

new interviews, airing on National Public Radio’s All Things Considered and Morning Edition. 

Working in America
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Art helps us hear our own voices and those of others—often for the first time. It takes us further 

than we might go otherwise to places and people we might not know otherwise. Art is dangerous 

and challenging in all the best possible ways. At its strongest, it does not imitate, simulate or 

recreate experiences, but is an actual, and distinct experience. It is often ahead of the curve, before 

governments, commerce, before advocacy. It expresses what is possible, what does not yet exist,  

but what can be imagined: freedom of expression, freedom of movement, equity.

Art can imagine a democracy built on the promise of equitable participation—working to deliver 

on that promise, through risk, human experience, creative experimentation, expression and  

engagement. This promise of democracy is central to Studs Terkel’s brilliance and his humanity 

in his life’s work and his extraordinary book, “Working,” as well as being central to the inspiration 

for Working in America.

By focusing on stories that include the breadth of our society, we add oxygen and audiences  

to voices often left out and less visible. Their expression creates a more textured truth, a more 

challenging truth, a more satisfying and evolving and beautifully fearless truth. 

In this initiative, the landscape of work in America includes great innovation and passion, successful 

and inspired workers, and over employment and under payment, under employment and no  

work at all. The relationship to work is personal, public, and porous. It changes throughout life and  

generations and yet, remains present and constant. Sometimes our work helps us learn our  

authentic worth in profound ways and sometimes it undervalues us so much that we lose the possibility  

of full membership in society. Sometimes we are paid for what we consider our work and sometimes 

not. Sometimes our work can be elusive, and fail us, and sometimes it is the pull toward aspirations, 

dreams, and the previously unimagined possibilities of our lives and futures.

Working in America is a multi-platform model and creative tool that hopes to support a more nuanced 

participatory national conversation about work. We are grateful to the people profiled in the initiative 

and thank them for allowing us to accompany them as they navigated the beauty and challenges 

of their work and lives. We hope Working in America will be part of supporting a society with ever 

increasing equitable participation at its core — a society where everyone can make a life and a  

living with human dignity.   

– JANE M. SAKS, CONCEIVED & CURATED, WORKING IN AMERICA  
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Work today looks very different than it did in the wake 

of the 2008 Recession and even more so than it did  

in 1974, when Studs Terkel interviewed a diverse range 

of individuals—from the farmers to newspaper boys, 

limo drivers, factory workers, phone operators, police 

officers, doctors, press agents and athletes for his  

influential book, Working. The following collection of essays  

reflect upon everyday challenges workers face in the  

United States, and visions of a future defined by a healthy,  

sustainable workforce—one with access to steady  

full-time work and a living wage. A future where the labor 

of women, immigrants, young people, union members, the 

working poor, and the disabled are essential and visible; 

a future where all of us are able to earn a wage with 

dignity, humanity, fulfillment and happiness.

Work in Context
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A client I will call Nancy sought help to fight an eviction notice for 

nonpayment of rent. She had been fired for failing to appear at  

her retail job after learning of her work schedule the night before 

she was due at work; she could not secure child care on such 

short notice. Nancy was denied unemployment compensation on 

the grounds that she had been “discharged of misconduct” for 

failing to appear for work, a viable disqualification for unemployment 

insurance in most states. She missed the deadline for appealing  

the denial of eligibility because her apartment had insecure 

mailboxes and the notice never arrived. Because she lived from 

paycheck to paycheck, Nancy had no savings to cope with  

this emergency.

Nancy had an ambition to qualify for better jobs by going to community 

college for computer training, but the logistics of attending school 

while working low-paying jobs with unpredictable schedules had 

stymied her. She thought she might be able to concentrate on 

school if she could find student aid or qualify for a short period  

of public assistance, but she was told that public assistance  

(and child care assistance) are not available for people trying to 

go to post-secondary school.  

A lawyer could help with several of Nancy’s problems but, at its 

heart, Nancy’s story is about how layers of problems affecting 

millions of workers combine to keep them in poverty. The growing 

service economy produces low-paying jobs, while higher paying 

jobs require credentials and qualifications many workers do not have. 

The employers of low-wage workers pay minimum wage, do not 

provide predictable schedules or family leave, routinely contest 

unemployment compensation claims, and do not create career 

paths. Benefit programs do not support workers when they pursue 

the training and education that might lead to better jobs. And  

with low pay there is no capacity to build savings for emergencies, 

school, or to access stable housing in non-violent neighborhoods. 

More than this, Nancy’s situation did not on its face involve the 

other pervasive issues that block the successes of low wage workers, 

including family and community violence, sexual harassment, 

criminal records, and racial and ethnic discrimination.

 

There is so much to do to improve opportunities for workers in 

poverty, to support their hard work and ambition. Each improvement 

matters. Due to the individualized way these factors combine to 

block upward mobility for different workers, significant progress in 

any one area tips the balance towards success, while not for all, 

but for a substantial number of workers. There are many ways to 

improve upward mobility and quality of life for low wage workers, 

and all of them are well worth the effort.    

PRESIDENT, SARGENT SHRIVER NATIONAL CENTER ON POVERTY LAW 

John Bouman
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People often ask, “What do you do?” Typically, the answer reflects 

jobs people perform in order to provide for themselves and their 

families. Within that question, there is the assumption that people 

will work from early adulthood until retirement age. Because 

work consumes so much of our lives, employment influences how 

others judge us and how we measure our own success. What  

does this mean for people denied employment because of a legacy 

of structural and social barriers?

 

Work is critical to the self-fulfillment of people with disabilities, 

just as it is for non-disabled people. Yet, physical access and 

misinformation about the cost of accommodations prevent people 

from work. Just as often, people with disabilities are denied the 

opportunity because they are trapped in stereotypes that people 

with disabilities can’t work. According to the 2014 Disability 

Compendium Report, in the United States during 2013, “33.9% of 

civilians with disabilities ages 18-64 living in the community  

were employed, (Disability Compendium, 2014, page 13).” The  

employment gap is more stark for disabled people of color. In 2013, 

just 26.5% of black men and women with disabilities ages 21 to 64 

were employed.

 

Of the people with disabilities who do work, some are underem-

ployed, not advancing, or trapped in sheltered workshops that 

pay minimum or sub-minimum wage. Some providers defend the 

practice of sub-minimum wage, protecting their own economic 

interests and projecting the archaic myth that, unable to perform 

meaningful work, people with disabilities should be relegated to 

menial tasks such as sorting buttons. 

 

Hope emerged with the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990. 

Yet, in the past 25 years the employment gap has not significantly 

changed. The landmark legislation prohibits discrimination in the 

workplace, but it is not an affirmative action law. Understanding 

this, advocates recently have pushed for stronger affirmative action 

rules. Efforts paid off in 2013, when the U.S. Department of Labor 

announced a new rule enforcing federal contractors to set a goal 

of employing people with disabilities as 7% of the workforce.

 

If effective, the new rules will demonstrate what people with  

disabilities already know: not only are people with disabilities 

valuable contributors in the workplace, we are leaders of innovation 

and change.

 

But if the broader employment sector fails to follow the example 

of and meet the 7% goal, people with disabilities will not be the 

only ones to suffer. If we don’t recruit and embrace the talents of 

workers with disabilities, we could be shutting the door on the 

next Stephen Hawking, Temple Grandin, Marlee Matlin, or Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt. Employing people with disabilities isn’t about 

doing the right thing. It’s about strengthening and diversifying our 

workforce, and it’s about building stronger communities.

PRESIDENT & CEO, ACCESS LIVING 

Marca Bristo
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Freelancing is becoming the new normal in America. There are 

now nearly 54 million freelance workers nationwide according  

to a 2015 study the Freelancers Union helped commission. These 

workers (38% of whom are Millennials) contribute $725 billion 

annually to the United States economy. As the availability of jobs 

with traditional 40-hour work week and corresponding benefits 

packages that long-sustained the middle class grow scarce, 

people across the economic spectrum are searching for new  

options for making a living.

Gone are the days of the gold watch and robust retirement plan.  

In its place is a new era of work, one that lacks traditional stability  

but allows for unprecedented flexibility and freedom. Out of 

necessity, freelancers are leading the way. They are building  

professional networks to line up new gigs, utilizing skill sets across 

multiple industries, and pooling resources with others to create 

co-working spaces. Calculating how much they need to cover their 

expenses, freelancers are able to plan their work life accordingly.  

Managing your own time isn’t just rewarding, it’s practical and 

efficient and frees up more time for other pursuits—whether it’s 

family or travel, dedicating more time to exercise, or learning a 

new skill. Independent workers are asking themselves, “how do  

I want to put my life together?” and realizing they should not have 

to sacrifice to lead fulfilling lives. However, this tradeoff currently 

comes without a reliable safety net to support this workforce.

Even when they are working, however, freelancers don’t enjoy 

the essential healthcare and retirement benefits associated 

with salaried employment. Under the Affordable Care Act, some 

freelancers who do not qualify for subsidies are struggling to 

cope with rising healthcare costs. With episodic income, it can 

be impossible for freelancers to plan for retirement when they 

are forced to dip into their savings during periods between jobs. 

Unlike traditional employees, freelancers have little recourse 

against wage theft. According to our research, 7 out of 10 freelancers 

have struggled to be paid, losing an average of nearly $6,000 per year.  

As this workforce continues to grow, we must create new labor 

protections and systems of portable benefits that enable workers 

to be secure in a flexible economy. The Freelance Isn’t Free Act  

in NYC will extend first-of-its kind protections against nonpayment 

and late payment by clients who refuse to honor their contracts.

Today’s leading edge workers realize their mix of wage work and 

passion work can and should be a source of personal fulfillment. 

Being “on your own” doesn’t mean “going it alone” and freelancers 

are working together to create a new, re-imagined version of 

the American Dream by embracing a new and truly meaningful 

independence.

FOUNDER & EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, FREELANCER’S UNION 

Sara Horowitz
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The crisis of creativity in American job creation has the nation falling  

back on some its oldest and ugliest habits. Our use of prisons  

is a return to the practice of using human capital as an engine of 

economic growth in small towns across America.  

I saw this firsthand in my role as the head of the Illinois Department 

of Juvenile Justice, the agency that runs prisons for children in  

Illinois. As the number of youth in my custody declined, and the State  

budget crisis raged on, the next step seemed simple: we needed 

to start closing our prisons, and redirecting the dollars back to the 

communities where our youth reside. 

The debate that ensued was not what I expected. I was prepared  

for opposition, including a veiled debate about jobs in the impacted  

community, but I expected conversations to focus on public safety 

and youth outcomes. I was wrong. The debate over jobs was not 

at all veiled, and questions about what was best for kids were 

largely nonexistent. The hearings and media coverage around the 

prison closure centered almost exclusively around the impact  

this would have on the local economy. We know from research that  

prison often does not help kids and may actually harm them. 

When we make decisions to send youth to prisons, we do so with 

the knowledge that we are increasing the odds those very youth will 

continue to live a life of crime. By contrast, researchers continue to 

produce studies that reinforce local interventions, not prison, as  

more likely to get a youth back on track and improve community safety.  

Then why are we still so reliant on prisons as a juvenile justice 

response to “help” our country’s most at-risk youth? The truth  

is that this nation still relies heavily on the use of black and brown 

youth from urban neighborhoods across America to generate 

jobs. These children—many of whom will be categorically locked 

out of the job market for the rest of their lives—are used as  

warehouse widgets to keep America working. 

The future of jobs in any community is a worthwhile and necessary 

conversation. I more than anyone want to see the citizens of  

Illinois gainfully employed. But our economy cannot continue to  

be built on the backs of kids who desperately need our support. 

As a state and nation, we need to have the jobs conversation, but 

let’s focus it on helping small businesses succeed, recruiting  

industry to our communities, and training a competitive workforce. 

I want that conversation on jobs to include justice-involved  

youth as likely candidates for jobs, not the vehicles that will drive it.  

This nation’s history should have us scrutinizing the way we are 

using our justice system and the abysmal outcomes it consistently 

delivers. We must acknowledge that in our effort to offer the dignity 

of employment to some, we categorically dehumanize others.  

Only then will we be able to create a new path forward.  

FORMER DIRECTOR, ILLINOIS DEPARTMENT OF JUVENILE JUSTICE 

Candice Jones
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Women Employed began right around the same time that Studs Terkel 

was putting the finishing touches on his landmark book, Working. 

The stories he recorded remind us of the ways women workers were 

treated then: “stewardesses” were required to leave their jobs  

when the married women were assumed to be working for extras 

(called “pin money” at the time). Women with college degrees 

couldn’t break into professional jobs. Fortunately, some of the  

conditions his subjects described are long-gone. And millions of 

women have entered jobs and industries that used to be men-only. 

Yet other problems, like unequal pay, harassment, and lack of  

respect for the jobs women do, are still with us.  

   

Today we are tackling the barriers facing working women in an  

environment in which low-paying jobs are growing faster than other 

jobs in our economy. The old compacts with employers regarding 

benefits, retirement, and the terms of employment have eroded. Unions 

are under attack. This is an enormous challenge for the millions  

of working women who are struggling to afford the basics of life.      

Women are the majority of low-paid workers—in retail stores and 

restaurants, hotels, childcare centers, the homes of our elderly  

parents and the disabled. They’re in food service and warehouses 

and call centers. They’re in jobs we all depend on. Despite what  

people often say, these jobs do require skills. The problem is that they’re 

undervalued and underpaid. Work schedules change constantly,  

so women, many of them parents, never know from week-to-week how  

much they’ll earn. They can’t plan, they can’t budget, they can’t 

arrange for or afford quality childcare. Their jobs don’t meet what 

many people think of as a basic standard of decency.  

Conditions in the low-wage workplace today harm individuals, take  

a toll on their families, and cost all of us as the need for public  

supports grows. One solution is education and training to prepare 

for better jobs, but often low-paying jobs are themselves a barrier  

to entering and succeeding in college. Education is important, but  

it can’t be the only answer. We need to improve basic standards  

so that the jobs women do become good jobs. That means raising the 

minimum wage, ending the tipped sub-minimum wage and abusive 

scheduling practices, and ensuring that every employee has the right 

to earned sick time and paid family leave. Times have changed,  

and government-enforced standards and employer practices need  

to change as well.  

It’s time to focus once again on the realities of working people’s lives, 

appreciate the value of their work, and make sensible decisions 

about how work is rewarded. We can restore hope and opportunity to 

more people by changing workplaces for the better. It’s up to us. 

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, WOMEN EMPLOYED

Anne Ladky
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As in life itself, the one constant in the history of work in America 

is change. 

Since the Industrial Revolution, when most workers left farms and  

moved to cities, our society has engaged in an ever-evolving  

negotiation about our relationship to work. Hours of work, wages 

and benefits, safety and health hazards, retirement—each has 

posed a fundamental question. And together, we have tackled 

those questions, applied solutions, established the terms of  

our social compact. Today, we again face questions, but they are 

not necessarily new, nor are they limited to the on-demand  

and tech economy. What’s happening across the economy is broad 

and deep. Changing work and employment relationships  

impact sectors from hospitality to retail to tech; changing family  

relationships impact the kinds of support workers need. 

We are a nation of dreamers and experimenters. Innovation is 

America’s middle name, and the key to long-term success has 

always been inclusive innovation that benefits everyone. And the 

so-called “structural changes” we are seeing now—for example, 

changes related to globalization or technology—do not mean that 

we have to accept inequality and vast opportunity gaps. I refuse  

to shrug my shoulders and say that the degradation of work is the  

price we pay for smartphones, or that the necessary cost of  

receiving same-day online purchases is denying someone his or 

her basic employment protections. 

The Labor Department’s mission is to champion the rights and 

well-being of workers, and we will do so no matter what form 

their work takes. It doesn’t matter whether the workplace is virtual 

or brick-and-mortar, or whether the work is associated with a 

mile-long manufacturing facility or a website. We will continue to 

enforce labor standards and advocate for the men and women 

who make our economy tick.

To navigate the changes we’re experiencing—to make sure the 

future of work is one of dignity, security and upward mobility—we 

must reaffirm our values. We need to first return to principles, 

following the North Star that has always guided us toward greater 

progress. We need to recognize that America is strongest when 

more people have more, when the economy works for everyone 

and not just a privileged few, when we create shared prosperity.

I believe the future of work is ours to shape, consistent with the 

best American traditions of forward progress and fundamental 

fairness. We can do it by thinking long-term, by prioritizing the 

next generation over the next budget cycle or quarterly earnings 

report. We can do it in a way that holds fast to our values.

UNITED STATES SECRETARY OF LABOR 

Thomas E. Perez
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On any given day you could walk into any neighborhood, look around 

at the houses and apartments, and not know which homes are 

also workplaces. On the other side of those doors, there is a quiet 

army of mostly women—often women of color—working. Their  

work is skilled and emotional, difficult and rewarding, critical  

and yet invisible. 

 

They care for our children, ensuring that they receive attention and  

nurturing during some of the most formative years of their 

development. They support people with disabilities to live full, 

independent lives. And they enable our aging loved ones to live  

in their communities, aging at home on their own terms, even as 

they become more frail. This growing workforce of professional 

caregivers makes all other work possible, yet their work exists just 

below the threshold of our public policy and popular imagination.  

It is ever-present and still invisible.

 

This invisibility has defined domestic work for as long as anyone 

can remember, and more of us are becoming part of the story. 

Our cultural notion of productivity and value is associated with a 

time in history when we produced more things we could touch. 

Today, much of our workforce provides services. We cook, serve, 

and deliver dinner. We drive people to work. We keep people 

healthy. We help people find new clothes. We assist. We care. 

Harder to hold than the goods of old, we produce time, health, 

information, and peace of mind for other people. 

 

Yet somehow in our human service-driven economy our very 

humanity is becoming invisible. Our contributions have become less 

visible and our work less valuable. We serve more and connect 

less. What we have left is a few winners and too many losers locked  

in a profound battle over the dignity and value of work itself.  

How could so many of us be worth so little?

 

But the story does not end here. Each day, each moment, is a  

beginning. At any point, we can choose to see one another. You who 

drives the bus—I see you. You who checks me in for my flight— 

good morning. You who rises before the sun to brew coffee for me  

and thousands of others on our way to work—thank you. You  

who helps children cross the street—thankful for you. We see one 

another, and we realize we need each other. We awaken to the 

possibility that it is humankind—you and I—whose work makes 

this world. We can remake it again and again. We can decide  

that all work has dignity—beginning with the least visible among 

us; all life has value—and become fully human in the process. 

DIRECTOR, NATIONAL DOMESTIC WORKER’S ALLIANCE 

Ai-jen Poo
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The American middle class has long served as a beacon of economic 

opportunity and immigrants from every country—including my 

own parents—have come to our shores in search of a better future. 

But in recent decades, American workers have fallen behind. 

With stagnant wages and limited benefits, working families have 

struggled simply to put food on the table and gas in the tank.

 

Today, most families need two incomes to make ends meet—

sometimes that is not even enough. For a married couple with  

two children, disposable income (money for everything from  

groceries to clothing to savings) fell by $5,500 between 2000 and 

2012. While our economy continues to recover, many of the jobs  

that have come back have lower wages than the jobs that were lost. 

A 2015 study by the Federal Reserve notes that 47% of Americans—

more than two-thirds of whom make less than $40,000—cannot 

cover a $400 emergency expense without having to sell something 

or borrow money. This comes even as American workers are 

more productive than ever. Since 1973, productivity has increased 

75% as wages have increased by less than 10%.

We know that increasing workers’ incomes creates more demand, 

reduces turnover, and increases productivity for businesses  

and our economy. We need wages that meet the needs of modern 

families, and jobs that offer decent benefits. But to create  

change in our workplaces, American workers also need a voice. 

Study after study has shown that a major driver of inequality over 

the last 30 years has been the decline of labor unions. Unions 

have always been among our nation’s strongest advocates for 

policies that help working families, such as the minimum wage 

and paid family leave. But as American workers have lost critical 

protections, companies are requiring their employees to work 

more and more for less and less.

The evidence is clear: our economy is stronger when employees 

are empowered to organize for fair wages, decent benefits,  

and a better workplace. But we’re failing the St. Louis fast-food 

worker who goes days without eating because her rent is more 

than her paycheck. We’re failing the single mother in Los Angeles 

who worked a minimum-wage job for 6 years, only to be fired  

for taking maternity leave. We’re failing the Brooklyn father of two 

who immigrated to America in search of a better life, working  

72 hours a week at a supermarket just to make ends meet:   

 “Sometimes I wonder if it was worth me migrating to this country. 

Chasing that American Dream, that often feels more like  

a nightmare.”

By raising wages and giving workers the voice they deserve,  

we can reclaim that dream, fulfilling once more the promise of  

a middle-class life in America.

PRESIDENT & CEO, CENTER FOR AMERICAN PROGRESS & CENTER  
FOR AMERICAN PROGRESS ACTION FUND 

Neera Tanden
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 “I think most of us are looking for a calling, not a job.  

Most of us, like the assembly-line worker,  

have jobs that are too small for our spirit.  

Jobs are not big enough for people.”

– STUDS TERKEL
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What does a retired oil field worker in North Dakota have in  

common with a professional escort in Florida or a tough 

as nails Olympic boxer in Flint, Michigan? What connects  

a gun violence activist and mother in Atlanta, to a gig 

economy worker and musician in the Bay Area, to an artist  

living with disabilities in Chicago, or connects a former drug  

dealer and current facilities director in New York, and a 

domestic worker in California, and a young policewoman 

in Camden, New Jersey and an entrepreneur in Silicon 

Valley? What might a custodian and student who entered 

the U.S. illegally as a child say to Albuquerque’s Republican 

mayor? All told, their raw and authentic stories paint a 

profoundly rich portrait of what work looks, means, and 

feels like in the U.S. We followed these 24 individuals 

who, with generosity, authenticity and honesty, shared 

their working stories.

Workers
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 “I believe work is life. I don’t understand a life of leisure; I understand a life of work. I don’t 

really understand self-care other than in tidbits—like I’m going to get a massage today,  

but I’m going to be back out shoveling tomorrow. Work is life. That’s it.” 

Kelly Carlisle joined the Navy after she lost her corporate job during the dot-com industry 

crash, but when her active duty ended in 2007, she was again jobless after the housing 

bubble burst. One day Kelly bought a lemon tree with her toddler daughter. While serving 

in the Navy made it clear to her that she liked physically working toward a higher purpose, 

the lemon tree inspired her to bring those passions to local farming. So she went on to 

found Acta Non Verba: Youth Urban Farm Project to help kids prepare for successful lives 

through work and educational funds. She used to think being paid on the 1st and 15th of  

the month was one of the most important things to her and her life. Kelly now explains that,  

 “farming and being connected to the earth has made me see myself as part of the earth,  

as part of a larger mission that doesn’t just stop at my door, my paycheck, my office, my farm.” 

In fact, Kelly knows that Acta Non Verba reverberates far beyond her, “through the city, the 

country, and internationally. Folks are watching us to see: Is it true that kids will go to college 

when they have a savings account? Is it true that kids will eat what they grow? Is it true that 

farming will make these children in this community better citizens, or have a better chance at 

being better citizens in the first place?” While these big questions inform Kelly’s mission, she’s  

focused on the people and plants right in front of her: “I’m trying to literally make the world a better 

place by starting from the ground up; literally change the trajectory of some of our kids’ life.”

KELLY CARLISLE
URBAN FARMER  

& U.S. NAV Y V ETERAN    

36 years old 

Oakland, California
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 “For me, there’s the work you do to pay the bills and then there’s the work you do to be in 

connection to other humans on the planet.” 

Red Tremmel, a historian and assistant professor at Tulane University, is the only openly 

transgender faculty in New Orleans—a pressurized scenario: “I think about it, first and foremost,  

in terms of the students and what would it be like to only have one faculty member who 

teaches about transgender issues; who is trans, and who is out,” he explains. “They’re looking 

around at their future world—that’s what they do when they come to school—and they’re 

looking for who’s doing it, who is surviving, and to only have one person on campus, I imagine 

is stressful for them.” Red frames his work by saying, “Love matters to me the most. Having  

loving relationships. Creating thought that produces more possibility for love. It sounds cheesy,  

but it turns out it’s really crucial to doing things that are very difficult.” 

Coming from three generations of single mothers, Red’s working-class family shaped him:   

 “My mom is a writer and an artist, so I understood work to be the thing you did so that you 

could do other things in the world.” His grandmother worked as a waitress until she was 75  

to make “other things” possible for the family. Following them, Red has focused on creating  

life-affirming “other things.” For example, he directed a documentary about retired burlesque 

dancers turning a goat ranch in the Desert into a history museum.  He DJs in his neighborhood  

bar, researches play spaces as sites of historical social struggle, and is creating a walking 

meditation on the history of desire in New Orleans. Red sees his work as an experiment:  

 “I think I’m making my work up as I go. I’m having a very improvisational life. I can look back 

on it and narrate into something, but I really do feel like I’m making it up as I go.”

RED TREMMEL
UNIVERSIT Y PROFES SOR  
& ACTIV IST  
& CULTURAL WORKER  

45 years old 

New Orleans, Louisiana
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 “My work has been the thing that I think has saved my life. I think that it really is the center of how 

I’ve constructed meaning. I feel incredibly lucky to have a life that feels like it’s full of meaning.” 

Riva Lehrer is a painter and educator who was born with Spina Bifida, a congenital disorder 

causing part of the spinal cord to be exposed through an unfused section of the backbone. She 

began painting portraits of people with disabilities at the same time she integrated into a queer 

community: “Being part of a queer community and making work about queerness was the be-

ginning of understanding, building an identity around stigma that wasn’t about pain.” While Riva 

got criticism from instructors and gallerists who weren’t ready to see images of impairment. 

Painting portraits of people with disabilities became a way for her to actually see bodies like 

her own and to encourage others to care for them in new ways: “Detail of a certain kind tells the 

viewer that this person is worth spending time with, is worthy of your respect and attention, and 

I had never seen a disabled person depicted anything like that...I thought, Could I do that? Could I 

depict these people with that kind of intense love and slow attention?” 

Riva works to bring this slow attention to every model whose portrait she paints because,“so 

much of what I do is about ethics. There are these layers of, there’s this person in my apartment, 

I’m taking care of them both at the most practical, immediate level, but also thinking about how 

am I taking care of them as a person who’s being vulnerable in my space—who’s giving me the 

gift of bringing down their walls for a certain amount of time.”

RIVA LEHRER
ARTIST  

58 years old 

Chicago, Illinois
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 “Every day is so different. Sometimes it’s a great thing that happens, sometimes it’s a gut-

wrenching thing that slaps you in the face with the reality that the kids are going through.” 

Reading, Pennsylvania, isn’t the easiest place to grow-up. It has been called the poorest 

city in America. Many of the public school students face deep poverty, parents who are 

incarcerated, and insecure housing. Alex Brown grew up in Reading but left for college with 

dreams of becoming a professional baseball player. His mentors steered him toward a 

degree in Elementary Education, however, he returned to Reading to immerse himself in  

the schools. He began as a teacher’s assistant and is now principal of a school with  

2,300 students, many of whom are the children of migrant workers from Central and Latin 

America. “When you have all of the 8th and 9th graders in one building,” he explains,  

“you have every characteristic of the city squeezed into one building with a childlike mentality.” 

His goal is to make sure his students have the tools to succeed: “Some days I’m more of a  

counselor, some days I am a police officer investigating things, some days I triage and  

assist in the health room. I wear many hats as a doting principal. The social piece is sometimes  

greater than the academic part of my job.” While his work can be draining, his students 

continue to motivate him: “Why am I here as an educator? My answer is always because 

of the kids. Unconditionally. Not just the ones who are coming from good homes but,  

particularly in Reading, for a good portion of our students, this is the safest place for them. 

It’s the only place they will come in contact with a responsible adult.”

ALEX BROWN
HIGH SCHOOL PRINCIPAL  

39 years old 

Reading, Pennsylvania
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 “My job is very important. Without my job there would be no women’s boxing right now. 

Without my job there would be no Claressa Shields. I don’t know what I would be doing.”

At 17, Claressa Shields became the second-youngest boxer to win an Olympic gold medal. 

This incredible achievement and her story of overcoming a very difficult upbringing in Flint,  

Michigan, where she would be the first in her family to graduate high school, captivates millions.  

Claressa was always prepared for this moment of becoming the face of boxing worldwide, 

having dedicated her whole life to sport: “I’ve never worked at McDonalds, or at a corner 

store, or drove a bus, or was a driver, or an Uber driver. I’ve always been a boxer. That’s been 

my job since I was 11 years old.” With her win at the Rio Olympics, combined with her gold 

from the 2012 London Games, Shields becomes the first American boxer in history to win 

consecutive Olympic gold medals.

Besides steeling herself for the big fights, her job entails making weight every day, eating right  

and sleeping enough: “You get up and train. You get up and run. You’re sore. You go get 

worked out. Sometimes you’re extra tired to where you can’t hang out with your friends, or you  

spend a lot of time away from home because you can’t be with your family, but at the same 

time you’re used to it. This is your job.” Claressa uses her grueling work ethic to encourage 

other young women and her teammates: “I try to tell them, motivate them, tell them if you can get  

in the ring with me—because they know that I’m the best, I’m the best boxer at the tournament, 

I’m the best boxer in the world—if you can get in the ring with me, there’s no way you shouldn’t 

be able to do well with the other countries because, one, I’m better. That means you’re better.”

 

CLARESSA SHIELDS
OLYMPIC ATHLE TE  

21 years old 

Flint, Michigan
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 “If one day I am not here, if I have left, and gone somewhere else, it will be an honor to say I 

was part of a tree that was able to blossom and grow fruit and continue to give fruit.” 

Seeking more social and economic stability, Bianca Sanchez left Mexico for the U.S. to find 

work, leaving her infant son behind with her mother. More than a decade later, her now 

teenaged son has come to live with her, and she is the founding member of TeamWorks, 

a cleaning cooperative that provides her and other immigrant women the chance to be 

part of a worker-run and democratically controlled company. For Bianca, building the co-op  

continues to be a hard-fought pathway to financial security and to freedom: “I say sacrifice, 

because we work a lot—from Monday to Saturday. It doesn’t matter if they are long hours 

and days of work, what we want is that we get the fruits of our labor; that this continues 

to grow.” 

While Bianca continues to clean the homes of clients, she also spends three days on  

recruitment, training, coaching, evaluation, and operations management for the cooperative.  

 “Sometimes it is difficult to accept that I have this role, because they (the workers) believe 

more in me than I believe in myself, but slowly I am being able to see that I can do this and  

that there is much more that we can do.” As the company expands with a landscaping 

branch, she adds that, “sometimes it is too much to view all of the greatness that we have  

done with just a little bit of investment, and for me it is a grand dream to know that this 

will continue to help people. We have done so much with so little.”

BIANCA SANCHEZ
DOMESTIC WORKER  
& COOPER ATIVE  
FOUNDING MEMBER  

33 years old 

Sunnyvale, California 
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 “Work to me is providing in a way that is self-fulfilling, because I feel that there’s a lot of work 

out there that people do just because they fall into it and there are no other opportunities. 

But I feel like work needs to fulfill yourself.” 

Dave Alatorre started playing guitar when he was 17 and he never looked back, getting a degree  

in audio engineering with dreams of making a living as a musician. He couldn’t find a job in 

his field, but, still devoted to music, he needed flexible hours to allow him to rehearse and 

tour with his band. Like nearly a million people nationwide, Dave turned to the “gig economy”  

(or, the “sharing economy”) to make a living. He takes on small jobs like building Ikea furniture 

for TaskRabbit, doing grocery shopping and delivery with Instacart, and driving for companies 

like Lyft and Uber. “It’s something new every day. So I’m not stuck in an office or I’m not stuck  

in my car. I get to meet new people and try new things every day.” 

The gig economy gives Dave the time to pursue his musical passions, but the work is often 

inconsistent. Dave and his wife are saving to buy a condo, managing a huge student loan 

debt, and paying high rent for their small apartment. While he strives to make between $100 

and $200 a day, budgeting can be difficult in San Francisco with notoriously high living and 

housing expenses. Despite these hurdles, Dave is sure of the path he’s chosen: “I probably 

would be pretty miserable doing some office job or delivery job having somebody looking 

over my shoulder all of the time. I like being my own boss, and I’m glad that this has given 

me the opportunity to do so.”

DAVID ALATORRE
GIG ECONOMY WORKER  
& MUSICIAN  

28 years old 

San Francisco, California
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 “I love the fact that there are very few jobs where every single time you go to work, you know 

that you’re making someone’s life a little bit better, even if it’s just for a little while, even if 

it’s just for an hour.” 

Ava St. Claire works like most people: “I go; I do what I do; I get paid, and I leave it there.” 

The critical difference, however, is that Ava is a professional escort. She chose to work  

as an escort, which is legal in Florida, in part because men, she explains, “feel so entitled 

to women. They’re entitled to your time and they get mad if you don’t want to give them  

your number or smile at them. So I felt like I was taking control and saying: You know what,  

you can have all of those things but you’re going to pay me for them.” And they do: Ava makes 

upwards of $500 an hour with clients—all taxable income that she declares under her LLC. 

Ava’s work provides much more than financial stability, however: “I don’t have a boss; I don’t  

have anybody that I have to answer to; I make my own schedule; I make my own rules; I set 

my own rates. And that sort of feeling is hard to come by, especially as a woman, and especially  

as a woman of color.” As a business woman, then, Ava both strives to serve herself and to 

make her clients happy. As she explains, “It’s a job. I’m not doing this because I don’t have 

the intelligence or the moral compass to do something ‘better.’ This is not my last resort. 

This is something that I love, and that I enjoy doing, and that I make a lot of people happy doing it.”

AVA ST. CLAIRE
PROFESSIONAL ESCORT  

28 years old 

Orlando, Florida
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 “That oil field never did me any wrong. Kept my family fed in hard times, and put my kids 

through college in the better times.” 

Mike Berg has always known that, “work is good for you, work is a responsibility, work is a 

living so you can eat. Work hard now so life isn’t so hard, maybe, later in life.” For 33 years,  

he split his time working the North Dakota oil field and the farm that has been in his family 

for four generations. Now that he is later in life, and none of his five children want to take 

over the farm, the prospect of an easy retirement can feel impossible. Mike and his wife 

worked nearly 1,300 acres of wheat germ, flax, peas, and lentils themselves, caring for  

cattle, hogs, and chickens along the way. It’s long, hard, and dangerous work, but Mike learned  

from his father that, “work is satisfying. You may be all played out, but when you do sit 

down and relax you say, I did it. I got it done. It’s an accomplishment.” 

Recently, feeling the effects of a lifetime of demanding physical labor, physically and mentally 

exhausted at times, Mike began leasing his land to nearby farmers and ranchers.  

He travels some, hunts, fishes, and works on engines. When he worries about the future of 

the farm, he reflects on the returns of his hard working life: “Like an engine, your reward  

is when you get done: you start it up, it works. It’s so rewarding,” he explains. “Through the 

years, your crops you plant and, if the good Lord gives you the weather, then you get your 

reward. And the livestock: you take good of them, they take good care of you.”

MIKE BERG 
FOURTH-GENER ATION FARMER 

& RE TIRED OIL WORKER    

59 years old 

Grenora, North Dakota
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 “I go; I do my job; I’m respected; I give respect; I get paid for it. At the end of the day, I sleep well.”

Jeffrey McGee has always been a hustler. From his first job selling newspapers at 10 years old  

to his current job as a facilities manager at a veterans’ services organization, he always 

worked challenging jobs with lots of responsibility. All the while, however, Jeffrey was hustling 

drugs, supplementing his legal income with nightly hauls of $4,500 or more from the streets.  

 “Just imagine you’re 17, 18, 19, 20 years-old and you’re seeing $40,000-$50,000 a week. What you 

gonna tell me? You can’t tell me nothing!” The street life eventually caught up with Jeffrey  

and in the 1990s and early 2000s he found himself in and out of jail. Eventually the words of a fellow 

inmate finally sunk in: “You can hustle anything. You can hustle a job...a hustle is not a get over. 

A hustle is a progression—a hustle is upward, onward, outward movement. As long as you’re 

moving forward, you’re hustling. You don’t have to be getting over to hustle.” 

These words stuck with Jeffrey as he sought legitimate work, finding it completely impossible 

with his felony record. He was about to give up when he came upon STRIVE, an organization 

that trained him and helped him get a job in construction management, “and I’ve been working  

ever since. I never looked back.” While he is still adjusting to the dramatic change in his 

income, Jeffrey has a newfound level of satisfaction in his work: “Work to me today doesn’t 

mean the same thing as it did yesterday. Today work means I’m winning. Work means truth. 

Work means to me, today: I’m a positive, productive, functional member of society.”

JEFFREY MCGEE
FACIL IT IES MANAGER  
& FORMERLY INCARCER ATED  
DRUG DE ALER  

52 years old 

New York, New York
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 “Work is the way you support your family. You work to have the future you want. You work to 

show your family what can be done. You work for your family and for your kids to follow you.” 

Nagat Mahdi was granted a green card to immigrate to the U.S. in 2003, when she and her 

husband, Ali, left South Sudan with their four-year-old daughter, Aya. “The first time we  

arrived here, we found that everything is difficult. To understand the cultures, the systems,  

the language. You feel like you want to go back. Then, one by one, you start to feel better.” 

Nagat began adjusting to her new life when she started taking English classes at a local 

non-profit organization and later at the Brooklyn Institute of Business Technology, gaining 

her U.S. citizenship along the way. 

Education has always been important part of Nagat’s family’s life, and she eventually earned 

her Master’s degree in finance and accounting in 2012. She struggled to find a job in her  

field, however, just as her husband, who has an MBA, has struggled to find a job in operations 

management. She now works as a Women, Infant, and Children program administrator  

and Ali drives a taxi, working opposite shifts that allow them to be home with their four children.  

Nagat continues to look for a job to use her skills in finance and accounting, however,  

 “When you see the people in front of you who have a good job and the life you want, who can 

afford to buy the things they want and to do the things they want, you think how did they  

get that job? They go step-by-step and they got there. And that is what I do: step-by-step.”

NAGAT MAHDI
HE ALTHC ARE SOCIAL  
SERV ICE WORKER  

43 years old 

Brooklyn, New York
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 “Working is putting your needs and your life aside to help preserve the life of others.” 

Lucia McBath’s son Jordan, a black teenager, was shot and killed by a white man, Michael 

Dunn, in a Florida parking lot in 2012. With this awful murder, Lucia’s work suddenly 

became the task of “mothering my child, even though he’s gone.” She left her job as a flight 

attendant and joined forces with the organizations Moms Demand Action for Gun Sense  

in America and Everytown for Gun Safety. Her life became a grueling schedule, spending 

nearly 7 days a week travelling the nation speaking out against gun violence, appearing  

on television shows, radio programs, and on legislative floors. “I’ve not had any formal 

training as being a spokesperson, politics, or lobbying,” she explains, “but I believe  

that everything I’ve been through in my lifetime has prepared me for this. My Civil Rights 

background from my father and mother is inherent in my genes.” 

Lucia watched her own father’s difficulties balancing home life with his dedication to the 

Civil Rights Movement. “As a child it was hard for me to understand that.” Now that she, 

herself, is fighting for a cause, Lucia understands how an activist career is more than a 

full-time job, and that it takes all her energy and rarely allows for breaks. Daily, Lucia feels  

the immeasurable need and demands of her chosen path. She explains that, “in this work, 

this lifestyle, there is no turning off the clock simply because of the nature of what we  

see happening: it’s constant. It’s every single day. Every single day there’s another grieving 

parent; there’s another shooting by police. It’s every single day.”

LUCIA MCBATH
MOTHER & GUN POLIC Y  
ADVOC ATE & AC TIV IST  

56 years old 

Atlanta, Georgia
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 “I like challenging work, so I can do better and better.” 

When James turned 18, getting tattoos became a passion “because I love art so much, so 

my goal was to be 100% tattooed.” His whole body, face, and scalp were covered in colorful 

tattoos by the time he was 25, when he got one that reads, “I’m on my level. Because it 

symbolized that I finished my goal.” James’ love for tattooing extends to his work as a body 

piercer: “I have always loved body piercing. I started in middle school, self-taught on my 

friends. They all kept coming back for more, so I decided this is one of the things I love to do.”   

When he’s not pursuing his art, James works as an electrical contractor in a business he 

co-owns with his father, with whom he began apprenticing at 15 years old. Being an electrician  

is full of physical and mental pressure. Apart from keeping up with rigorous codes that 

change yearly, “we have to work in the heat, a lot of stress...the possibility of getting shocked 

or killed. This is a very dangerous job.” Perfectionism is an asset in this business, and 

James learned an acute attention to detail from his father: “My father is very professional. 

Every little thing has to be perfect, and I am the same way.” 

Between both jobs as an electrician and a piercing artist, James works more than 50 hours a  

week, 7 days a week, but working in both industries provides James “a feeling of success.  

At the end of the day I am tired but feel good that I fixed something and helped someone out. 

Or, in the case of my body piercing, someone went home smiling and happy and feeling 

good about their body.”

JAMES
ELEC TRICIAN  
& BODY PIERCING ARTIST  

30 years old 

Albuquerque, New Mexico
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 “Work means to me being somebody and doing something that a lot of people can’t or won’t 

do—and doing it better than anybody else. That’s my spirit. I always want to achieve something.  

And if you tell me we’ve never done that before, that’s what I want to do.” 

Rudy Nimocks worked as a bus driver, fireman, insurance salesman, and for the Chicago 

Park District police department before he joined the Chicago Police Department in 1959.   

 “When I first started, the highest aspiration a black police officer had was becoming  

a detective,” he explains. He bucked tradition and went on to serve as a homicide detective 

for nearly 15 years. His work made a strong impression on the department and he would  

later be promoted to captain and lead the homicide division for the entire city—the first 

African American to hold the position. 

After Rudy retired as the deputy superintendent of the Police Department in 1989, he served 

for 20 years as the chief of the University of Chicago Police Department. “When I first became  

a police officer, all I wanted to do was put people in jail; I didn’t feel like a social worker. I thought  

my job was to keep order, and if you violated the law, you were going to jail,” he explains.  

 “I don’t feel that way anymore because I know there’s a lot more to it than that, and I think  

police officers...need to know about the history and mores and traditions of the people they are 

trying to serve.” Now he is deeply committed to serving on over 10 community organization 

boards, working to develop and foster relationships as the University of Chicago’s Director of  

Community Partnerships. He doesn’t see retirement in his future: “Work to me is like food... 

I have to work.”

RUDY NIMOCKS
RE TIRED POLICE DEPUT Y  
SUPERINTENDENT  
& CIV IC LE ADER  

87 years old 

Chicago, Illinois
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 “Work is knowing that at the end of the day you were able to make a responsible decision 

and to understand the aspects of that decision, and to be able to live with the consequences 

of that decision.” 

The man who killed CaBria Davis’ father served 15 years before being released—and then went  

on to kill again. This tragic injustice made CaBria decide to become a cop, to give back to 

the city where she was raised, a city suffering from high poverty and crime. She works on 

Camden’s Neighborhood Response Team, where “the police are integrated with children 

and communities, so that both sides can familiarize themselves with one another without 

suspicion.” Every day she builds trust by walking and talking with people just like her:  

 “I can say to them, you know, I grew up here like you did. I went to school like you did. I know 

some of the things that you think and you feel growing up here. Just for them to know we 

have this bond helps me to want to be a positive role model for them so that they can see,   

 ‘Oh I can come from the inner city and I can be somebody positive.’” 

CaBria works to build empathy between officers and civilians. She’s attuned to the negative 

attitudes about the police, worrying that some people “don’t see that we’re still humans 

underneath these uniforms. We make bad decisions, yes, but at the same time we are still 

people. We still have hearts; we still hurt like everybody else; we still cry; we still get angry. 

Us being police officers does not change that because at the end of the day we take off these 

uniforms; we’re still daughters; we’re still mothers; we’re still sisters; we’re still wives, 

brothers, husbands, boyfriends.”

CABRIA DAVIS
POLICE OFFICER 

31 years old 

Camden, New Jersey
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 “Work is spending a significant chunk of your day being able to contribute to society.” 

An accessible, online platform providing free education to millions of people worldwide—

Salman Khan’s, Khan Academy, initially grew out of an effort to remotely tutor his cousins 

living in Bangladesh. He found himself making more and more videos for more and more 

people, and eventually quit a very lucrative job to found the Academy, a non-profit. Transi-

tioning to the Academy full-time helped Sal reflect on his priorities: “I’ve had jobs sometimes 

where the pay was good, and people gave me respect and things like that, but I would go home 

kind of like what was my contribution to society today? It wasn’t a clear answer.” Now that  

he and his team have produced and distributed thousands and thousands of lectures (and are 

running the new brick-and-mortar Khan Academy), Sal has found a clearer answer: “I believe 

we have the real chance to affect hundreds of millions, maybe billions, of students over time.” 

Sal plays many roles as Founder and CEO of the Academy, which is literally changing the 

way people learn by offering access to an education, world-wide: “I’d like to consider 

myself an educator, a producer, a creative worker, but it’s very entrepreneurial, and I’m a 

manager as well.” Ultimately he thinks of himself as a daydreamer. While he spends much 

of his day in meetings and managing the overall operations of the Academy, he dedicates 

hours each day to his creative process. As he explains, “That might be making videos, it 

might be researching and reading in preparation for making content. It might just be time 

for me to think about some tough problems from a management point of view or from a 

strategic point of view for the organization. For me, that’s really important to have that.”

SALMAN KHAN
EDUC ATION ENTREPRENEUR  

39 years old 

Mountain View, California
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 “There’s this wonderful reward, I would say, of trying to support the needs of workers and 

trying to facilitate making it better for them. Not only where they work, but how does it  

affect all workers; should be, not only in the factory, but workers everywhere. Because no 

matter what you do it’s worth something.” 

Gary Bryner started working at General Motors in 1966, making $3 per hour. Just six years later, 

he was 29 and the youngest president ever of the local chapter of the United Automobile 

Workers Union, which was in the middle of a major strike. Gary led the workers in securing 

their jobs, confronting GM leadership and the rapid automation of car assembly lines. He 

found that, “the union gave me the opportunity to be able to say the things that I would never 

otherwise be able to say on behalf of workers—and it was not only challenging but rewarding.” 

His success with the strike pushed Gary into the national spotlight, and he testified before 

the Senate Sub-Committee on Employment, Manpower and Poverty. In the early 1970’s,  

he was interviewed by Studs Terkel for his influential book, Working. 

Gary is now retired. He and his wife spent decades working with union protection, “and with 

those defined pension plans we can live this very comfortable life without worry, without 

concern. We have insurance. And it was because our union negotiated those plans for so many  

years, for so many people.” Retirement is a relief from a lifetime of frugality: “Until my kids 

got out of college, I was as poor as a church mouse. We never had any savings. We had three 

in college at one time!” Now he spends time doing what he loves: being with family, golfing,  

and volunteering: “I relax a lot. Living the dream.”

GARY BRYNER
RE TIRED GENER AL MOTORS 
WORKER & UNION MEMBER   

74 years old 

Ann Arbor, Michigan 
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 “I’m successful because I’m not there anymore, in those harsh conditions, and that kind of 

environment where everything is against you, where obstacles are not beatable… Now I know 

I can take on all of those things.” 

Roque Sanchez and his family immigrated to the United States from Mexico without documen-

tation when he was five years old. Roque’s parents later separated and he moved in with 

his father. The two moved from place to place often—many nights were spent sleeping in a 

place different from the last. Falling in love with Shakespeare and acting, and receiving  

the support and shelter provided by an important teacher in his life, gave Roque the stability 

he needed to graduate from high school and dream of a future different from his past. 

At 18, Roque was granted the right to stay and work in the U.S. under President Obama’s 

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, allowing him to get a social security card and work 

legally. His first job—working in a mustard factory: “Everyone wants to work towards 

something and that’s why you see people get up every day; you see people riding to work, 

working towards something, and it’s very, very special to be part of the whole thing.”  

Roque was also able to apply for financial assistance to attend college, which he does part-

time, juggling his studies with full-time work as a custodian at a major advertising agency. 

Today, Roque lives with a roommate in an apartment of his own that he rents: “It became a 

studio whenever I wanted to record things with people. It became a grand kitchen whenever 

I wanted to cook with anybody. It became a perfect place to be alone, or could be a place to 

be with all my friends. And, it was all my choice.” He says no one can ever make him leave; 

it’s his home.

ROQUE SANCHEZ
CUSTODIAN & STUDENT  
& ASPIRING WRITER /EDITOR   

21 years old 

Chicago, Illinois
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 “When you’re a waitress you gotta be so many things: you gotta bring the food, you gotta talk 

to people, you gotta please the people, you gotta laugh with them, you gotta cry with them 

sometimes. You gotta feel like I’m a psychiatrist, really.” 

When Jeanette Bruhn dropped out of business school, she felt no need to return to her native  

Denmark—she was in her 20s, in love with New York City, and wanted to pursue fashion. 

She always supported herself by waitressing, so when she was offered a job at Gracie Mews 

diner, she jumped at the chance. “I like working with people, interacting with customers, 

and getting to know them, and it’s a huge part of the business because you see them with 

their children, and being pregnant.” These customers are part of Jeanette’s extended  

family, a family she’s chosen: “You get to be involved in their lives, and they’re very excited 

to have you.” 

Jeanette works the fast-paced shift between 3 p.m. and midnight. The high turnover of 

customers, mixed with a staff that fights like family, can be intense: “Everything goes from 

1 to 100 in a second, so you just gotta be able to deal with stress really, really well.” 

Jeanette’s stress is balanced by the pride and independence she gets from making her 

own living: “I make good money so it gives me freedom. I’m all about being happy and 

positive, and just living your life to the fullest, and this job gives me that. I’m lucky: I live  

in the best city in the world, I live by myself, I can take care of myself. I have more than  

a lot of people do, you know. And I’m doing it on my own, so I’m grateful for that.”

JEANETTE BRUHN 
WAITRESS   

35 years old 

New York, New York 
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 “In the O’odham way, according to the way I was raised, there’s no such thing as work. There’s 

responsibilities, and in those responsibilities what you’re gifted with is what you do, whatever  

it is your gift is, you become skilled at, you become an expert at, and that is your responsibility 

to yourself and to the community.” 

Andrea Ramon was raised on a reservation in Arizona, where she grew up speaking O’odham 

in the home she shared with her grandmother, great-grandfather, and other relatives. She 

didn’t learn to speak English until the 4th grade, but soon her O’odham skills changed: “When 

my grandma passed away it was like my O’odham world died because I didn’t have anyone  

to speak O’odham with. I just let it die.” Years later, she connected with another native speaker 

and saw that people wanted to speak the language and learn it. In 1998, she helped to open 

the Ha:sañ Preparatory & Leadership School and began teaching at the local tribal college. 

Andrea was soon advising other tribal high schools, colleges, and community groups on how to 

build curriculum around native languages and cultures, so she started a consulting business 

and took her work across the country. The attention she garnered for her entrepreneurship in the  

field of indigenous education made her uncomfortable at first: “It just seemed such a white man’s  

word, you know. Self-made millionaire. I saw them as entrepreneurs. I came to the realization 

a couple of months ago that I’m an entrepreneur!” For her, this entrepreneurship is inextricably 

linked to the lessons about work that her family and her larger indigenous community instilled 

in her: “Work was a responsibility. It was basically like communalism. Everybody did their part.”

ANDREA RAMON
INDIGENOUS EDUC ATOR 

48 years old 

Tucson, Arizona
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 “Work means opportunity. It means dignity. When I see people in my community that I serve 

who haven’t had work for a long time or are unemployed, they’re looking for the dignity of 

work as much as they’re looking for a paycheck.” 

When Richard J. Berry was elected the first Republican mayor of Albuquerque in 30 years, 

he immediately imposed a two-term limit on his service: “We want people to serve, and 

serve with vigor and energy, and let the next person take the reins.” Now, “there is an urgency 

about my day because I know that I only have a certain time to do it. So it is a good kind  

of urgency.” Richard harnesses that feeling to nationally visible projects like Albuquerque 

Heading Home and There’s A Better Way, recognizing that it’s better for people and cities  

to provide jobs and housing than to leave people homeless. 

Richard learned lessons of good governance from watching his grandfathers in Nebraska   

 “scratching a living out of the dirt. One of my grandfathers was a rancher, the other was  

a dairy farmer.” He explains that, “I saw humbleness to their work and I also saw a respect 

for the land that they worked. I saw their respect for the animals they worked side by  

side with and that transferred into respect for their family and society. So it’s a much bigger 

picture for me than just watching someone plow a field—it was all about stewardship.”  

Ultimately, he says, “I have 565,00 to 575,000 or so bosses out there. Some of them are too 

young to vote, some of them haven’t ever voted, and some of them didn’t vote for me, but 

when I get up every day I want to make sure I’m going to go about the business of improving 

their lives.”

RICHARD J. BERRY 
MAYOR 

53 years old 

Albuquerque, New Mexico
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 “Work allows me to utilize my talents and my strengths to help people obtain their goals—

and that is a job, but it’s so rewarding.” 

When Melissa Haley and her family were caught in Hurricane Katrina, they were forced to  

leave New Orleans and to rely on the goodwill of others. Melissa and her family had to 

access many of the same social service resources that she had provided to so many of her 

clients. The powerful experience of displacement connects her more closely to those  

she serves: “What is unique about us is that we have all experienced homelessness.  

Prior to that, I can tell you that I had sent people to get help, but it wasn’t until I went to  

the food stamp office myself that I got it—that I understood what it felt like.” 

Overcoming this challenging time continues to guide Melissa’s work with Volunteers of 

America, which serves low-income communities, people with disabilities, homeless  

veterans, and others. As she explains, “because my work is centered solely on challenges— 

that multiple people have multiple challenges—for me work is about not allowing the  

people we serve to be defined by challenges. I feel like nobody should be defined by challenges;  

we all have them.” In helping people find opportunities to flourish, Melissa sees her work as  

a non-traditional ministry, but “conversion is never my goal. I am more in search of communality.” 

As she explains, “My father used to say church is a verb. You try to identify that everybody has 

a strength, and you are on a quest to find that strength. That is the work for me.”

MELISSA HALEY
SOCIAL WORKER & DIREC T  

SERV ICE PROV IDER   

46 years old 

New Orleans, Louisiana
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 “I think if you’re doing what you love it’s not really work, but you got to be doing what you 

love. Because if it’s a grind, then it’s not something you should be doing.” 

When Pamela’s husband, Tim,  deployed to Afghanistan in 2006, neither of them imagined 

him returning home virtually immobile. “You plan for deployment; you plan for the possibil-

ity of loss of life. You know it’s a very realistic possibility that when they leave they could 

die. Nobody ever teaches you or trains you for what the possibility of injury, serious injury,  

and what that means and what your life then becomes.” Pamela left her job to become Tim’s 

full-time caregiver, navigating inefficient military bureaucracies, ill-equipped to deal with  

the catastrophic physical and mental injuries facing veterans. Despite her constant care, 

Tim’s life was ruled by pain. They tried to get help for his suicidal tendencies, but, desperate, 

he killed himself in 2014 while she lay asleep in the next room. 

Pamela turned all of her attention to the veteran community: “It’s the only thing I’ve known 

since I was 18 years old. My passion is really truly with veteran’s mobility issues, because 

Tim was so affected by that, and veterans’ suicide.” Her work became calling the country’s 

attention to what she sees as a national suicide epidemic. But, she says, “The term work 

for me is a fluid term. I haven’t felt like I have had to work in a really long time because I do 

so love what I do. I haven’t had to work since 2005 when I was managing restaurants—that 

was work! That was, I don’t want to leave the house, I don’t want to go, I know what I have to 

face. Even full-time caregiving for Timmy, that was never work. That was love.”

PAMELA HUNT 
NON-PROFIT E XECUTIV E  

47 years old 

Deltona, Florida
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 “I’m just working on sobriety, healing, and taking care of my daughter—a huge job!” 

Elizabeth Ramos was in the military for 12 years before she was released on medical discharge. 

While deployed in Iraq, she, “enlisted as a combat documentation production specialist, which  

is basically just photo and video. Combat photography.” Attached to the First Infantry Division, 

she was one of the few women on the frontlines of battle and was charged with documenting 

everything from raids, to searches, to engagements with active combatants. For Elizabeth, the 

camera became a way to cope with the traumas of war: “The one thing throughout it all was  

my camera was my wall, you know. I just put my camera up and started taking photos, and that’s 

how it was for the rest of the deployment.” 

After leaving the Army, Elizabeth returned to the U.S. with PTSD, “anger and the hypervigilance 

and the nightmares and the flashbacks. All of that. The depression, the anxiety.” Her husband, 

whom she met while they were both training to become officers, was also suffering from the kinds  

of mental illnesses afflicting many thousands of veterans. Tragically, he killed himself in 2014 

and Elizabeth struggled to get on her feet and to take charge of her own well-being: “I have a  

four-year-old, and I’m modeling for her what a woman is gonna be, and I don’t want her to be 

angry and depressed and anxious. She deserves better than that—and I do, too.”  For now, she is  

committed to working to support her daughter and her own health, knowing that it is a tough 

process—moment by moment. 

ELIZABETH RAMOS
U.S. ARM Y V E TER AN  

38 years old 

Dayton, Ohio
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Lead Creative Team

Architect Jeanne Gang is the founding principal of Studio Gang,  

an architecture and urbanism collective located in Chicago and 

New York. A MacArthur Fellow and recipient of the National Design 

Award from the Cooper Hewitt Museum, she was named Architect 

of the Year by the Architectural Review in early 2016. 

Jeanne is recognized internationally for bold and functional designs 

that incorporate ecologically friendly technologies in a wide range 

of striking structures. She has been sought out by numerous  

organizations to engage her creative approach for mission-oriented 

architecture and design. With Studio Gang, Jeanne has produced 

some of today’s most compelling design work, including the Arcus 

Center for Social Justice Leadership, the WMS Boathouse at Clark 

Park, the Nature Boardwalk at Lincoln Park Zoo, and Aqua Tower. 

She is currently engaged in major projects throughout North 

America, including the new U.S. Embassy in Brasilia, Brazil;  

the expansion of the American Museum of Natural History in New 

York; the Fire Rescue 2 training facility in Brooklyn; the Campus 

North Residence Hall at the University of Chicago; City Hyde 

Park in Chicago; and the recently completed Writers Theatre in 

Glencoe, Illinois. 

A graduate of the Harvard GSD, Jeanne has taught at Harvard, Yale, 

Princeton, Rice, and IIT, where her studios have focused on cities, 

ecologies, and materials. Her work has been honored and exhibited 

widely, including at the International Venice Biennale, the Chicago 

Architecture Biennial, the Museum of Modern Art, and the  

Art Institute of Chicago. She is the author of, Reveal: Studio Gang  

Architects and Reverse Effect: Renewing Chicago’s Waterways. 

JEANNE GANG, FAIA, LEED AP    EXHIBITION DESIGNER

Lynsey Addario is an American photojournalist who regularly 

works for The New York Times, National Geographic, and  

Time Magazine. Lynsey began photographing professionally for 

the Buenos Aires Herald in 1996 with no previous photographic 

training. In 2000, she traveled to Afghanistan to document life 

under the Taliban, and has since covered conflicts in Afghanistan, 

Iraq, Libya, Lebanon, Darfur, South Sudan, and Congo. In 2015, 

American Photo Magazine named Lynsey one of the five most 

influential photographers of the past 25 years. She has received 

the MacArthur Fellowship and the Overseas Press Club’s Olivier 

Rebbot award for her series, “Veiled Rebellion: Afghan Women.” 

In May 2016, Lynsey received an Honorary Doctorate in Humane 

Letters from the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

Lynsey’s recent work includes reportage on Syrian refugees for  

The New York Times, the ISIS push into Iraq, the civil war in 

South Sudan, and maternal mortality in Sierra Leone for Time. 

She released a New York Times best-selling memoir, It’s What  

I Do, which chronicles her life as a photojournalist coming of age 

in the post-9/11 world.  

LYNSEY ADDARIO    PHOTOGRAPHER
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Jane M. Saks is a creative collaborator, arts producer, writer and  

educator who has worked to challenge and champion issues of 

gender, sexuality, human rights, race and power within the worlds 

of arts and culture, politics and civil rights, academia and 

philanthropy. She is Founding President and Artistic Director of 

Project& (projectand.org). In collaboration with artists, Project& 

creates new models of cultural participation & experience  

with social impact. She works with artists including Lynn Nottage, 

Claire Chase, Lynsey Addario, Cheryl Pope, Hank Willis Thomas, 

Yance Ford, Tania Bruguera. Previously, she was the founding 

Executive Director at the Institute for the Study of Women and 

Gender in the Arts and Media where she created the award-winning 

Fellowship program, developing and launching works that went  

on to win Pulitzer Prizes, MacArthur Genius Awards, Obie Awards 

and Guggenheims. She serves on boards including: Cultural 

Advisory Council for the City of Chicago, LGBT Pride Action Tank, 

Trustee, Nathan Cummings Foundation, The Center for the Study 

of Race and Ethnicity in America, US South Africa Constitutional 

Court Artworks and Architecture Committee, Radio Diaries  

as well as others. She is an invited lecturer at civic, cultural and 

educational institutions internationally, has been a visiting critic 

at Yale University and Regional Judge for the White House  

Fellows program.

She is a published poet and collaborates with artists including 

Kerry James Marshall, Jim Hodges, and Inigo Manglano-Ovalle. 

She has been the Creator, Author, Producer, Co-Producer, 

Creative Advisor and Series Producer on many original creative 

works in various media and art forms. She has received awards 

including: Business and Professionals in the Public Interest,  

 “40 Who Have Made a Difference Award,” Impact Award, Chicago 

Foundation for Women BeyondMedia Justice Award, Pride Index 

Leadership Award recognizing her work with and support of the 

African American LGBT communities and Chicago Foundation 

for Women, Inaugural Impact Award. She has been a fellow in the 

International Leadership Program National Arts Strategies,  

the Inaugural Class of Leadership Fellows in the Arts at Stanford 

University, Leadership Greater Chicago, and an Inductee of the 

City of Chicago’s LGBT Hall of Fame. 

JANE M SAKS    CONCEIVED AND CURATED WORKING IN AMERICA
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We thank our many sponsoring, collaborating and individual partners. They have committed 

resources, talents, skills, knowledge and passion to our work together and a belief in the 

Project& vision of collaborations with artists to create new models of cultural participation. 

Thank you.

Thank you to all the individuals who participated generously in giving their time, ideas and talents.

Ryan Abbe - Stacey Abrams - Camille Addario - Lauren Addario - Jean Albright - Elizabeth Alexander - J. Bob Alotta - Sharon Alpert 
Jessica Andersen - Francisco Aragon - Tracy Baim - Jordan Baines - Brooks Bankord - Brian Bannon - Lois Baum - Abaki Beck - Sally Beck 
Marjorie and Charles Benton - Elizabeth Mendez Berry - Marcus Berry - Karen Bess - John Bouman - Maggie Bowman - Margaret Brennan 
Jennie Brier - Marca Bristo - Jonny Bronstein - Cheryl Lynn Bruce - Tania Bruguera - Roland Bullock - Claire Cahan - Ben Calhoun - Robert Cano  
Marlies Carruth - Claire Chase - Rohit Chopra - Michelle Coffey - Nancy Custer - Flinn Dallis - Kimberly Daul - Jay Davies - Craig Davis - Monica Davis  
Jon Day - Jeremy Dunn - Barbara Dyer - Shawn Escoffery - Kendall Farley - Candace Feit - Harvey Fields - Paul Fischer - Lisa Fitzpatrick 
Michelle Frisque - Luke Galambos - Tony Gerber - Deborah George - Nellie Gilles - Alexis Goldstein - Julie Goldsticker - Reid Gomez  
Tyler Greene - Jeff Grzywa - Mark Guarino - Peter Handler - James Haney, Jr. - Julia Harris - Tom Harris - Jim Hodges - Elizabeth M. Holland  
Ed Hopkins - Sara Horowitz - Dave Horwich - Andy Horwitz - Ben Horwitz - Randy Horwitz - Nate Hurst - Kathy Im - Deone Jackman 
Julie Jernberg - Gary T. Johnson - Sue Jaye Johnson - Candice Jones - Bob Kafka - Marilyn Katz - Kareem Khubchandani - Bakari Kitwana  
Alex Kotlowitz -  Mary Beth Kraft - Sarah Kramer - Elizabeth Krasner - Rosalyn LaPier - Zofia Latka - Margaret Lebron - Amy Lehman - Francis &  
Elliot Lehman - Sydney Lewis - Jennifer Lizak - Lola Loaning - Elana Lopez - Deputy Secretary Chris Lu - Rene Luna - Keisha McClellan - Lesley McNorton  
Tony Macaluso - Kerry James Marshall - Linsey Martin - Darcy McKinnon - Tracie McMillan - Lydia Meyer - Cindy Moelis - Patrick Molloy 
Aisha Moodie-Mills - Margaret Morton - Colleen Mastony - Justine Nagan - Lynn Nottage - Alison Omens - Michael Orlove - Elizabeth Osterberg  
Lauren Pabst - Jane Palmer - Hilary Pennington - Carlos Perez de Aleja - Secretary Thomas Perez - Michael Peters - Jolene Pinder 
Lydia Polgreen - Ai-jen Poo - Jessy Pucker - Gordon Quinn - Grace Radkins - Kavita Ramdas - Sammy Rangel - Kiersten Regelin - Joe Richman 
Renault Robinson - Steve Robinson - Armando Robles - Angelica Ross - Clayton Ruby - Emma Ruby-Sachs - Harriet Sachs - Kate Ruby-Sachs 
Andrea Sáenz - Beth Saks and Scott Fithian - Naomi Saks and John Parker - Ruth Saks - Sam Saks-Fithian - Sarah Saks-Fithian - Shelby Saville 
Allison Schein - Tracy Schmidt - Brian Scott - Ben Shapiro - Susan Sehr - Liz Skilbeck - Schuyler Smith - Lauren Steel - Caesar Stovall - Tim Struby  
Neera Tanden - Tina Tchen - Jessica Thunberg - Ryan Tinsley - Ahmer Qadeer - Angela Tucker - Roberta Uno - Sudhir Venkatesh - Penny Vicini  
Patricia Walker - Laura H. Washington - Bernice Weissbourd - Mason Wilkes - Angelique Williams - William Yellow Robe - Allison Zellman 

MEREDITH BLUHM-WOLF & BILL WOLFSYLVIA NEIL 

Special thanks to our technology and print partner, HP Inc., and our joint print partners,  
GSB Digital, for exhibition photos, and Blooming Color for programs and posters.



In collaboration with artists, Project& creates new models of cultural 

participation with social impact. We amplify artistic voices that risk, 

engage, investigate and inspire.

Project& believes art changes the world. We believe the core of the 

artistic practice is courage; when unleashed, it creates conditions  

for collective action that are inspired, resonant, and contagious. Forging 

expansive connections and engendering trust are fundamental to  

unleashing the artistic spirit in the work of Project&. As we seed change 

through artistic collaboration, we spark chain reactions, setting  

cultural participation in motion in ways we cannot anticipate or predict. 

The impact of the Project& practice, and of our artists and collaborators, 

comes into ever-sharpening focus over the arc of time.

Our extraordinary collaborations with emergent as well as award-

winning artists—such as MacArthur Fellow and Pulitzer Prize-winning 

photojournalist Lynsey Addario, MacArthur Fellow and Pulitzer Prize- 

winning playwright Lynn Nottage, MacArthur Fellow and revolutionary 

flutist Claire Chase, acclaimed visual artist Hank Willis Thomas,  

accomplished scholar and artist E. Patrick Johnson, award-winning  

filmmaker Yance Ford, Hon. Albie Sachs, former South Africa  

Constitutional Court Judge, anti-apartheid leader and legal and social 

scholar, and the innovative visual artist Cheryl Pope—examine  

and influence critical policy, social and community discussions.

220 North Green Street 
Chicago, IL 60607

P 872.806.1435 info@projectand.org 
projectand.org

Share your working story at 
working.org
Submit your story and become part of the Working in America  
living archive and this essential national conversation.


