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G1 Reading & Speaking Practice Lesson #10

Story
The Life of Jimmy Santiago Baca

One of the foremost contemporary poets in the U.S., Jimmy
Santiago Baca had to overcome many hurdles to attain his
present position. Many others who faced such difficulties
would have a lifetime of misery.

Baca was born of Native American and Mexican descent,
and surprisingly only learned the power of words later in life.
At 2 years old he was abandoned by his parents who left
him with his grandmother. However, he ran away as a
teenager and lived on the streets until he was convicted of
drug possession and sent to prison at the age of 21. It was
during his 6-year sentence that he finally taught himself to
read and write. By doing so he finally found his calling and
was able to turn his life around. In the following years he
earned some of the most prestigious U.S. literary awards.
Baca is also an activist who travels the country teaching
writing to inmates and disadvantaged youths and adults. In
this way he helps people who are in the same position he
once found himself. He has created a foundation named
Cedar Tree that sponsors programs in cities that lack
educational and cultural activities. Baca promotes literacy

Copyright © eTOC-surely work-All Rights Reserved



This document is for use in eTOC training sessions, use outside of eTOC is strictly prohibited.

and literature as a means of personal and social
transformation, using his own life as a demonstration of
what can be achieved.

Vocabulary

foremost contemporary hurdle
misery descent be abandoned

be convicted of calling turn one’s life around
prestigious activist disadvantaged

cedar tree

Questions

1. What did Jimmy Santiago Baca have to do to become
one of the foremost contemporary poets?
He had to overcome hurdles that could have led to a
lifetime of misery.

2. What was Jimmy Santiago Baca’s early life like?
At the age of 2, he was abandoned by his parents and
taken | by his grandmother. As a teenager, he lived on
the streets.

3. When did he learn how to read and write?
He taught himself to read and write while serving his 6-
year sentence for drug possession.
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4. What does Baca do as well as being a writer?

He travels the country teaching writing to inmates and
to disadvantages youths.

5. What does the Cedar Tree foundation do?

It sponsors programs in cities where many residents
have little access to education or cultural activities.

6. What is the most interesting thing about Jimmy Santiago
Baca’s life?

Even though he did not know how to read or write until
his 20s, he still won some of the most prestigious literary
prizes in the U.S.

7. Why do you think he set up the Cedar Tree foundation?
| think he wants to help other people who are situations
like he was earlier in his life.

8. Is there anything you would like to learn to do but just
can’t find time for?
| would like to learn to draw better. | am very jealous of
people who can draw really well.

9. If you were going to write a story, what would you write
about?
| would write a modern fantasy story where magic and
monsters exist in a modern-day setting.
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10. What lesson can we learn from this story?
If Jimmy Santiago Baca didn’t learn to read or write until
his 20s and still went on to become a prestigious writer
then it may never be too late for someone to achieve
their dreams.
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