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Welcome to the ninth edition of the Spruce 
Street School Community Connector! This 
magazine is filled with stories of people who 
work in our neighborhood. Before you start, 
let us introduce the authors: the writers are 
ten- and eleven-year-old students in their final 
year at Spruce Street School. 
 
Community is a core value at Spruce Street 
School. We believe it is important for students 
to feel connected and able to contribute to the 
larger community around us. In their time at 
Spruce Street School—six years, in most cases—
these Moving On students have made their 
mark, and left our school better than they 
found it.  
 
As these students prepare to join new school 
communities and make new connections in 
the fall, they ventured into the neighborhood 
around them to interview eighteen people 
who work within a short radius of our school.  
 

 

 

Through background research and in-
person interviews, students learned about 
their subjects’ work, their stories, and a few 
of the many ways people can make their 
communities—and their world—better than 
they found them. These conversations form 
the basis for the articles you hold in your 
hands.  

   
MISSION STATEMENT 
 
Spruce Street School is a nurturing educational community that instills in a broad range of children the social, 
emotional, and intellectual skills for lifelong participation in a diverse society. 
 

 



SUPER SHIPPING WITH SALLY  
Meet Sally Jo Hagen: Shipping Supervisor at the Washington Talking Book 
and Braille Library 
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Have you ever heard of the 
Washington Talking Book and 
Braille Library (WTBBL)? It is one of 
the most important libraries in all of 
Washington. The WTBBL is a library 
for people that can’t read standard 
print; it serves the entire state of 
Washington and is located here in 
Seattle. The WTBBL “provides 
equitable access to information and 
reading materials for Washington 
residents.”  There are many 
departments at the WTBBL 
including the audiobook 
production, the readers’ advisory 
and the shipping department. 

The WTBBL and your public library 
are different in many ways. The 
WTBBL has a shipping department 
that will ship books all over 
Washington, which is especially 
needed for readers who lost their 
sight recently.  Sally Jo Hagen is in 
charge of most of the circulation at 
WTBBL. Circulation in this case 
means Hagen will receive books 
from readers and ship books back 
out. She says, “99% of our 
circulation goes through the mail.” 

This is one of the busiest places in 
the library. 

Before Hagen worked in the 
shipping department at the WTTBL 
she worked at “restaurants and 
managed a dry cleaner.” She 
started her library career at the 
Seattle Public Library and worked 
there for around 30 years. This 
gave her experience and 
confidence working in libraries. She 
saw a job opening at the WTBBL as 
a shipping supervisor. She has 
been there ever since.  

On a day-to-day basis Hagen will 
work 8 hours a day, 40 hours a 
week.  A consistent week for Hagen 
will be sending out about 300 
cartridges a day. A cartridge is a 
small container that will hold a flash 
drive. Each flash drive could hold 
up to 20 audio books, which means 
the shipping department could 
send out about 6,000 audio books 
a day.  Hagen expects books, but 
never knows what she will receive 
in the return packages. Every once 
in a while, Hagen might find a 
surprise such as a book that doesn't 
belong to the library or dentures 
that belong to someone else. In 
that instance, luckily, the sender 
got their teeth back. 

Hagen described one of her 
challenges: keeping the computers 
running. If the computers aren't 
running then the shipping 
department can’t receive their 
orders and can’t download all the 
audiobooks to the flash drives to 
ship all the orders out. “For so 

many of our patrons, receiving and 
reading our books is their only 
entertainment, so it’s very 
important that we have our 
computers running.”  Sally has joy 
at her job. “When we have events, 
like the tea we would have for our 
patrons who are 100 years young, 
we see how important our service is 
to them.” 

Hagen’s job is very important to the 
community; she keeps everyone, 
including her own 93-year-old 
mom, reading instead of watching 
too much TV. “It is very important to 
keep reading, it keeps you 
entertained, it keeps your mind 
active and therefore keeps you 
younger.” Hagen does not see all 
the people she's helping but she 
knows that by shipping them 
books, she is shipping away 
boredom.  She sometimes even 
receives gifts like candy and hand 
written letters from her grateful 
patrons. 

 

BY CALEN 

 



A LISTEN WITH JOHN 
Meet John Pai: Head of Audiobook Production at Washington Talking Book 

and Braille Library 
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If you walk into a library, typically 
there are shelves after shelves of 
books, and librarians to help you 
find the book you are looking for. 
All the books you see have been 
purchased from publishers. But, if 
you walk into the Washington 
Talking Book and Braille Library 
(WTBBL), you will be surprised at 
what you see. 

 

In the WTBBL there are very few 
books, librarians or patrons. Most 
WTBBL readers live all over 
Washington and get their book 
packages by mail. Instead of 
printed books, these books are in 
an audio format and saved onto 
small white chips. Each chip has an 
embedded USB drive and can hold 
about 20 books.  WTBBL produces 
their own audiobooks for people 
that cannot read standard print. If 
you go further into the library to 
John Pai’s section, instead of books 
you will see rows of neat little 
recording studios. That is where the 

audiobook making process is held 
and John Pai knows all about it.     

  

Before Pai was head of audiobook 
production he was in school for a 
long time. “I basically started out 
with an undergraduate degree in 
biology,” says Pai. Then he did a lot 
of research about how medicine 
impacts the body. Then he went 
back to school and got a degree in 
photography and film production. 
He also worked at a radio station. “I 
feel lucky that one of my passions 
turned out to be what I ended up 
working at.”  

 

Pai is very productive on a daily 
basis. He manages the whole 
process of recording a book from 
beginning to end with a dedicated 
team of volunteers and staff. First, 
he finds a volunteer to come to the 
studio and read the book aloud. 
Readers wear a headset and speak 
into the microphone, which drops 
down from the ceiling. When the 
reader finishes Pai takes the 
recording and edits it. He checks 
the speed and may cut out parts 
and put parts together because the 
reader doesn’t read it all in one 
day. “Some audiobooks go through 
very quickly and some take a 
while.” An audiobook from start to 
finish takes about 1 year at WTBBL. 
As a comparison, the commercial 
audiobook readers record in a 
much shorter time. “There are 400 
books in progress at a time being 
recorded, reviewed and edited.” 
When an audiobook is done, he 

puts it into the catalog so it can be 
loaned out to happy listeners. 

 

The most challenging part of Pai’s 
job is working with the Secretary of 
State. They manage the state library 
and have a lot of rules and 
regulations that he keeps track 
of. Pai’s biggest joy is working with 
the volunteers. He helps them get 
through the recording, and if they 
are having a hard time, he 
encourages them. In his free time 
Pai likes to do his radio show and 
likes to share music. 

 

Pai’s job has a huge impact on the 
local community and on the entire 
Washington State community that 
can't read standard print. WTBBL 
customers can still get the 
information they need.  They can 
still use their imagination and travel 
with books. John Pai is working 
behind the scenes to make it 
happen. 

 

BY JUDAH 

 



MATCHMAKER OF STORIES 
Meet Alan Bentson: Readers’ Advisor at the Washington Talking Books and 
Braille Library 
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Imagine you have just finished 
reading your book. Now imagine 
yourself reading a new book, but 
you don’t have one yet. And on top 
of it all, regular print doesn’t work 
for your eyes. Oh no, should you 
panic? Never fear, Alan Bentson is 
here. Alan Bentson is the Readers’ 
Advisor at the Washington Talking 
Books and Braille Library (WTBBL). 
He is an advisor and he is working 
hard to find books that will excite 
you.  

 

WTBBL takes books and puts them 
into Braille. Braille is a certain 
pattern of raised dots that blind 
people can see by feeling. For 
example, one dot is an a. WTBBL 
prints 200 new titles each year.  

 

When Bentson was a little boy, he 
could not see. He always went to 
the library, even when people 
wondered “how I could read when I 
couldn’t see.” But that didn’t stop 
him. When he was in his twenties, 

he worked at a phone company 
writing down phone numbers. After 
18 months, he found out he was 
doing it wrong and no one had told 
him. They thought they couldn’t 
expect better from a blind person. 
He was going to prove them 
wrong. 

 

Bentson lived in Colorado for a few 
years and then in 1981 he moved 
to Washington. He worked at 
another library for a long 
time. Then he heard of a job at 
WTBBL. He started working at the 
front desk. When the Readers’ 
Advisor job came up, he thought 
that this job could be perfect. He 
was right. He loved it. 

 

On a daily basis Bentson takes all 
the request calls so people can 
schedule their book. He also looks 
and plans the catalog. “I say I’m not 
a librarian, I’m more like a clerk.” 
He can do all of this just from his 
desk. One of his joys is that though 
he can’t see, everyone treats him 
like an equal. Everyone likes to feel 
equal. One of his challenges is that 
it is hard to keep up with 
technology. There are a lot of new 
inventions. For example, “Apple 
has a new voice feature.” 

 

Bentson’s job is great for the 
community. He has not been able 
to see for a long time and he wants 
to help many people who can’t see. 

He wants them to get their books. 
He is also helping the senior citizen 
community because when you get 
old you can’t see as well. His job is 
very important to many people 
because it helps them learn about 
the world.  

 

In the end, the imagination to 
match you with your next book has 
come from Alan Bentson, Readers’ 
Advisor, who gets you that book all 
in one click. 

 

BY VIVIAN 

 



WATCH OUT, MALARIA!  
Meet Dr. Hannah Slater: Research Scientist at PATH 
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When you walk around the floors at 
PATH an extra clean smell, like a 
new car, fills your nose. This smell 
means scientific research is 
happening in a laboratory 
environment. As you walk by the 
lab you wonder what exactly they 
do here. The perfect person to ask 
is Dr. Hannah Slater. Dr. Slater is a 
research scientist for PATH.  

 

PATH is an organization of global 
health professionals and scientists 
in Seattle who work with scientists 
in other countries to stop certain 
world diseases.  Dr. Slater works on 
one really big one: malaria. Malaria 
is a disease that spreads when a 
mosquito bites someone who has 
been infected with malaria and 
then bites someone who hasn't, 
and then that person gets infected.  

 

Before Dr. Slater became a 
scientist, she went to college. “I had 
to do the three degrees: 

Undergrad, Masters and PhD,” says 
Dr. Slater. Dr. Slater got a masters 
and a PhD in Biology. 

 

On a day-to-day basis Dr. Slater 
manages a small team, which 
means: meetings. The most 
challenging part of her job is 
waking up early. Sometimes she 
has to wake up at 7:00am, which is 
early. Dr. Slater's favorite part of 
her job is traveling. “Before covid I 
traveled a lot,” says Dr. Slater. The 
reason to travel is that malaria isn't 
in the U.S. She normally travels to 
places in Africa.  

 

The purpose of Dr. Slater's job is to 
help people make big and better 
decisions on how to help stop 
malaria. That way people aren’t 
reckless and accidentally make 
malaria worse. Many scientists work 
in the lab but Dr. Slater works “with 
field scientists and I help them 
analyze data, but mostly do 
research on my laptop.”  

Dr. Slater's job benefits the 
community by helping people 
“suffer less from malaria.” That's 
one of the best parts of her job. If 
you're scared about malaria, 
remember Dr. Hannah Slater is 
here. 

 

 

 

BY AVERY 

 



THE PATH TO A BRIGHTER FUTURE 
Meet Dr. Taruni Khurana: Deputy Director of PATH 
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When you hear the word “sickness,” 
you might think of medicine, or 
maybe a doctor. But it’s not just that! 
Behind the scenes, scientists work 
hard to find cures to illnesses. 

Take PATH, for instance. PATH is a 
nonprofit international organization 
based in Seattle! PATH works around 
the clock to find cures, discover 
vaccines, develop drugs and more! 
PATH works especially hard on 
malaria, an infectious disease spread 
by mosquitoes. Malaria causes the 
death of more than 400,000 people 
each year! That’s why PATH needs to 
work hard to find more efficient cures 
to this deadly disease. 

Meet Dr. Taruni Khurana. She is the 
deputy director of PATH, which 
means she must orchestrate 
employees and make sure everything 
is in order. A deputy director must 
oversee daily operations to ensure 
that everything runs smoothly and 
that there are no problems.  A deputy 
director will also take command as 
temporary director if the director is 
absent. It is a very important job. 

When Dr. Khurana was a kid, she 
wanted to be an air force pilot! 
Apparently, that did not work out at 
all. She had a talent for math, biology 

and physics, and did her PhD on 
honeybees for SIX YEARS! Later, she 
joined PATH in 2019 as a senior 
program manager. She became a 
deputy director in January 2022! 

I regular times Dr. Khurana would 
travel to Sub-Saharan Africa and 
some parts of Asia, where malaria 
actually exists—there is no such thing 
as malaria in the US. But, because of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, she can’t 
travel—now she mostly has meetings, 
sends emails and coordinates 
employees online. Every day, she 
organizes things and helps 
employees do what they need to do, 
all the time. Dr. Khurana is excited for 
COVID to end so she can finally 
travel. It’s certainly a challenging job, 
but someone has to do it! 

When Dr. Khurana heard of PATH, 
she was immediately interested; she 
wanted to decrease the burden of 
malaria. She learned many things 
about looking through the 
perspectives of different people. 
“Three blind men feel an elephant,” 
Dr. Khurana says. “One feels the ear, 
and thinks an ‘elephant’ is a big 
pancake; another feels the trunk, and 
thinks it is some type of snake; the last 
feels the foot, and thinks an ‘elephant’ 
is like a column. They are all right, in a 
way. That’s what I learned working at 
PATH; I needed to see a problem 
from various perspectives.” 

PATH is striving to eradicate Malaria. 
Malaria comes from a tiny, single-
celled parasite that slips into the 
bloodstream through the mosquito’s 
needlelike proboscis when it dines 
on blood. PATH’s goal is to get rid of 
these microscopic murderers and 
establish more and more efficient 
vaccines, discovering ways to 
eliminate this disease with the tools 

they have and isolate the 
mosquitoes. This is what PATH does. 
This is what it needs to do if we want 
to live the dream of a malaria-free 
world. If we all work hard, we can 
save hundreds of thousands of lives.  

In her free time, Dr. Khurana enjoys 
reading and working in her garden. 
One of the things that she loves most 
about her job is explaining her job to 
other people; she says that it helps 
her unwind and relax and take a 
break from all the hard work. “I think 
of my job as if I am cooking dinner,” 
Dr. Khurana says. “What is to be 
served, who I am serving, what 
ingredients go into each dish, how 
much money the ingredients cost and 
how much money you have, you 
know, you need to really coordinate 
everything. In our work with malaria, I 
need to know where the money is 
coming from, why we are doing this, 
who does what work for how long, 
and whether what we are doing will 
be useful to the countries we work for 
or not. It takes some of everything to 
make sure the final product is actually 
useful at all.”     

Being a deputy director isn’t easy, 
but it is necessary to ensure that all 
goes smoothly and efficiently so that 
the quality of work is increased. 
Working hard is another step on the 
PATH to a brighter future! 

 

BY CLARA 



RESOLVING BIG PROBLEMS WITH 
RESEARCH 

Meet Emily Hilton: Research Associate at PATH 
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At a young age, Hilton enjoyed 
science. She studied Biology in 
college and even joined the Peace 
Corps. She went to Africa where 
she learned about Malaria. Malaria 
is a disease that affects many 
people in the world, especially 
Africa. She learned that it is very 
dangerous in places that are warm 
and humid. It is transmitted 
through mosquitoes who carry the 
malaria parasite. When they bite 
humans, they infect people with the 
parasite and make the people sick.  

 

There are many people preventing 
Malaria. PATH is one of the 
organizations trying to stop it. 
When Hilton heard about PATH she 
wanted to go there. At PATH with 
her team, Emily Hilton is working 
on helping eliminate Malaria 
through research. She studies it 
and talks about what she finds with 
the others on her team. Then, they 

use the research to help prevent 
Malaria. “My work is making less 
and less people suffer from it.” 

 

Hilton works with people who give 
mosquito bed nets to people, so 
mosquitos won’t spread Malaria in 
the middle of the night. They also 
make sure not to kill all mosquitoes, 
because although that would 
eliminate Malaria, it could be bad 
for the ecosystem. So, some other 
good things to help are Malaria 
blood tests and medicines. Also, 
she analyzes the ways that bed nets 
and medicines are helping. 

 

Hilton is doing excellent work at 
her job, but she is not a mindless 
robot; she has joys and challenges. 
For instance, she loves to work with 
others. She loves feeling like her 
work is helping people. If she were 
a robot, she would not feel things 
like that. Some of her challenges 
are figuring out what questions she 
should ask, and searching for 
solutions. 

 

Research associates are not doing 
damage by getting rid of Malaria 
because, they are sure, Malaria is 
only doing bad things in our world. 
It is also not very sad, because 
Malaria does not feel emotions the 
way you and I do. The Malaria 
parasite has very little mind and 
thought. 

So, all in all, Hilton is helping 
eliminate Malaria, and it will mean 
less and less people dying, and a 
better world. 

 

 

 

BY DALLAS 

 



BEHIND THE SCENES 
Meet Morgan Heston: Project Administrator at PATH 
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On my way to PATH I was lucky 
enough to run into Project 
Administrator, Morgan Heston. She 
was heading into the building to 
continue her work: ridding the 
world of malaria. 

 

Heston has been working at PATH 
for 13 years! She brings a wide 
range of unique skills and valuable 
lessons to PATH. She started out 
with an undergraduate degree and 
became a Program Assistant for 
PATH. Over the years she worked 
up to Project Administrator. Heston 
manages money for her team by 
putting money into current projects 
and into savings for future projects. 
“A project has many different 
aspects of it, I help with the 
budget.” Without a budget plan, a 
project couldn't fall into place.  

 

PATH is an organization that helps 
people with malaria. Malaria is a 
disease transmitted by mosquitoes 
that are infected. Malaria can be 
treated by medication and bed 

nets. Malaria is a very serious 
disease and if you are diagnosed 
with malaria, you would need 
emergency care immediately. 
Malaria is mainly in poorer 
countries with tropical climates like 
Africa. Because malaria is such a 
serious disease PATH and PATH 
employees are trying to find a cure. 

 

When Heston was a child, she 
wanted to be a veterinarian 
because it is a job of 
service.  Whatever job helps 
people in need is enough of a 
dream to her. Her current job is 
perfect. Heston says her favorite 
part of her job is helping people. 
“The hardest part is waking up for 
meetings at 7:00 in the morning.” I 
think she shares that opinion with 
almost everyone with a job!  

 

Heston is responsible for “planning, 
organizing, and directing the 
completion of specific projects for 
PATH while ensuring these projects 
are on time and on budget.” 
Heston helps “them [the team] get 
what they need,” referring to the 
technology part of PATH when the 
team needs more resources. 
Heston will get it for them on time 
and on budget. 

 

Morgan Heston is a good person, 
working for a good cause.   

 

BY JEAN 



MALARIA MEETS ITS MATCH 
Meet Dr. Justin Millar: Data Analyst at PATH 

SPRUCE STREET SCHOOL COMMUNITY CONNECTOR  9 

 

Dr. Justin Millar is a data analyst at 
PATH. PATH is an international, 
nonprofit health organization that 
has over 1,600 employees in over 
70 countries. “PATH was founded in 
Seattle in 1977, and works to find 
vaccines for diseases all around the 
world,” including a disease called 
malaria. PATH is trying to make a 
vaccine for malaria and Dr. Justin 
Millar is a part of the solution. 

Malaria is a disease caused by 
parasites in mosquitoes. If a 
mosquito with the parasite bites 
you, you get very sick and have to 
go to the hospital. Mosquitoes 
thrive in twarm and humid weather, 
like Africa and Southern Asia. It is 
hard for these countries to get 
resources to fight malaria. Dr. 
Millar’s job is so important because 
he gets resources to countries to 
help stop malaria. 

Data is information. A data analyst 
is somebody who collects data, 
looks at and then uses data to 
make things better. There are lots 
of ways to gather data such as 
researching and talking to doctors 
and other scientists. Then analysts 

look through all the data they have 
gathered for patterns that are 
working or not working from past 
projects and experiments. They use 
the data to help make decisions 
and figure out what to do next.  

Being a data analyst has not always 
been the path that Dr. Millar has 
been on. In fact, when he was a kid, 
he wanted to be a veterinarian. Dr. 
Millar first went to college at 
Michigan State University in pre-
med but realized it wasn’t for him. 
He later decided to try biology and 
after college became a marine 
biologist. Not long after he got a 
PhD in public health at the 
University of Florida, and afterward 
became a post-doctoral researcher 
at the University of Oxford in a lab 
called the Malaria Atlas Project. His 
job there was to make maps of 
Malaria. And in 2020 he started 
working at PATH as a data analyst. 
In his free time, he likes to play 
sports like basketball and go on 
hikes and runs with his dog Moony. 

On a normal day, Dr. Millar does 
lots of math and computer 
programming. He gathers data 
from hospitals and countries with 
high numbers of malaria cases. He 
also spends time looking at the 
data they have already gathered 
and figuring out what to do next. 
Another thing that Dr. Millar has to 
do is answer questions, such as 
where to send things like bed nets. 
Bed nets are put around the bed so 
that mosquitoes can't bite you 
while you're asleep. The net has 
small holes so that you can still 
breathe but mosquitoes can’t get 
through them. If they only have a 

certain amount of bed nets, he 
helps decide where they should be 
sent that would help the most 
amount of people. Dr. Millar 
connects pieces of data and learns 
from data, specifically through 
hospitals and healthcare and in 
other countries that are affected by 
malaria.  

One of Dr. Millar’s favorite things 
about his job is the people. He 
loves getting to work with people 
that share his interests who are part 
of the PATH community. “I like that I 
get to connect and learn with 
people who have different 
expertise.” He loves the fact that 
they all do different things and 
have the same goal. One of the 
challenges that Dr. Millar faces at 
his job is finding connections, 
similarities and patterns within the 
data and figuring out how to use 
what he has to make things better, 
and solving problems. 

Dr. Millar's job is very important; he 
helps people all over the world. 
“The purpose of my job is to help 
other countries that have limited 
resources.” As you can see Dr. 
Justin Millar is hard working and a 
great asset to Path and the 
community. 

 

BY STELLA 



MANAGER OF MONEY 
Meet Decontee Wea: Banker at Umpqua Bank 
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Decontee Wea is a banker. She 
decided to be a banker because 
she would get to help people. She 
didn’t always want to be a banker 
though. “When I was little, I always 
wanted to be a ninja.”  

 

One day, Wea went to a library to 
check out a book and she came 
across a BankWork$ flyer. The 
BankWork$ program helps train 
people to become bankers and 
work in banks.  She was curious and 
decided to give it a try. She did the 
three-month training and then went 
to a job fair to apply to work for a 
bank. She applied and got hired to 
work at Umpqua bank. 

 

Whether it's making loans or 
processing money, bankers do lots 
of things. For example, bankers 
give loans and help people apply 
for loans. Bankers also process and 
manage money that enters or 
leaves the bank. If a client has a 
problem, bankers help solve it by 
answering questions and handling 
complaints. Bankers, also known as 

retail bankers, interact with clients 
on a daily basis by assisting with 
services such as setting up 
checking and savings accounts, 
and moving money between 
accounts.  

 

On a normal day, Wea listens to 
clients to see what they need and 
helps them understand where they 
are financially.  Wea favorite part of 
her job is helping people with loans 
for homes. People feel happy when 
they have their own home. The 
most challenging part about her 
job is dealing with upset people 
because there are a lot of sensitive 
feelings about money.  “You have 
to love what you do and love 
customer service and understand 
what you do.” 

 

Umpqua bank is very involved in 
the community and makes sure 
they meet community needs. “At 
Umpqua we have long believed 
that we share a responsibility to 
make the world a better place 
starting with how we help our 
neighbors and neighborhoods 
thrive every day.” Umpqua believes 
that we can build economic vitality 
together. Wea helps this happen 
with her role as a banker. 
Whenever you need a loan or to 
deposit money you should go to 
Umpqua to see Decontee Wea. 

 

 

BY CALVIN 



TELLING ABOUT A TELLER! 
Meet Romiri Komaitai: Teller at Umpqua Bank 

SPRUCE STREET SCHOOL COMMUNITY CONNECTOR  11 

 

Have you ever wondered what a 
bank teller does during the day? 
Well, let me tell you about Romiri 
Komaitai. Komaitai is a teller at 
Umpqua Bank who loves her job a 
lot. 

 

Komaitai's parents were bankers, 
so naturally Komaitai wanted to be 
a banker when she grew up. So, 
she went to a class called 
BankWork$. It is an 8-week class to 
teach you how to be a banker and 
at the end of the class there is a job 
fair. A job fair is a place where 
companies come to interview 
people to work for their company. 
She interviewed with banks like 
Wells Fargo, Umpqua and Chase, 
but Umpqua was right for her and 
she was right for Umpqua. 

 

During her day-to-day work 
Komaitai looks at daily report cards. 
Daily report cards show what 
happened yesterday in transfers. 
They log what happens and then 
they store it away. Komaitai also has 
to go through the vault and count 

the money. “Counting money can 
feel overwhelming because there is 
so much to count and go through. 
However, we have created a system 
that makes it a lot easier to count.” 
Any money that is in the vault is in 
straps, and all the straps have a 
specific amount of money. For 
example, one strap of 20s is 
$2,000. So, when they count and 
see 5 straps of 20s, they can quickly 
do mental math which gets them 
$10,000. By keeping money in 
straps, they are able to count it a lot 
faster.  Bank tellers can only have a 
certain amount of cash in their 
drawers. “If a customer comes in to 
make a very large cash deposit that 
could put us over the limit, we then 
would have to “sell” that cash to our 
main vault in order to ensure that 
our drawer is in compliance with 
the cash limit.”  If there is less, she 
has to order more. Tellers also 
transfer funds, receive checks and 
answer telephone calls. 

  

One of Komaitai’s joys is to work 
with her team because she is the 
youngest and she learns a lot from 
her colleagues. “I love to work with 
my team. I learn a lot from 
them.”  She also deals with a lot of 
challenges. One of them is working 
with angry or upset people and not 
getting frustrated. It can be super 
hard but Komaitai, as the amazing 
person she is, powers through it. If I 
was in her job, I would feel the 
same way. How about you?  

 

Community! That is what this whole 
feature article is about and 

Umpqua also loves the community. 
The bank plays a big part in 
helping small businesses. One of 
the ways Umpqua helps small 
businesses is they have local 
spotlights to display their products 
in the branch lobby. The spotlights 
are very detailed. It's not just a 
photo of the company, it's a big 
table of all their products that are 
neatly arranged to look really 
good! Another way Umpqua helps 
is they invest their time and money 
into the businesses!   

 

In conclusion, Umpqua loves the 
community. And they couldn't do it 
without Komaitai’s passion for her 
job, which money can't buy! You 
truly can’t place a price on hard 
workers!  

 

 

BY HARRY 



LOAN OF YOUR DREAMS 
Meet Mark Evans: Branch Manager at Umpqua Bank 
 

12                                                                                                           SPRUCE STREET SCHOOL COMMUNITY CONNECTOR 

 

Do you have a dream? Do you 
need a loan? If you do, go to 
Umpqua Bank where they have all 
the banking knowledge. Mark 
Evans is the branch store manager 
of one of the many Umpqua Bank 
branches.  

Before Seattle, Evans lived in a 
small town when he was growing 
up. Evans’ first job was at Starbucks 
and he was not making enough 
money to work there forever. One 
day his friend's mom asked, “Do 
you want a higher paying job?” And 
he said yes. The job she was talking 
about was at Umpqua. He had the 
interview and GOT THE JOB! He 
started at the lowest rank and went 
up. He got a lot of experience. And 
eventually he became the store 
manager, which is the highest rank 
you can get. 

There is no typical day as a branch 
manager. One thing Evans does on 
a daily basis is check in with his 
team, which is the people he works 
with. Another thing he does on a 
daily basis is help people succeed 
with whatever they need to 
succeed. Someone might need a 
loan, someone might need a new 

bank account, and someone on his 
team might need some help. And if 
you are wondering how long his 
work week is, the answer might 
surprise you: he only works 60 
hours a week! “I get to come in and 
help people reach their financial 
goals.” 

Evans has some challenges on a 
daily basis. One challenge is telling 
people they didn't get and or aren't 
eligible for a loan over the phone. 
He especially doesn't like doing it 
in person. You may ask why is that 
so bad? Well, let's say you want to 
start your dream ice cream parlor 
and you need a $10,000 loan, and 
you don't get the loan. It would be 
so sad to tell them “I'm so sorry but 
you aren't eligible for a loan.” It 
would be devastating for the 
person who needs the loan. Evans 
can’t give them money but he can 
give them suggestions for their 
next steps. 

Evans favorite part of his job is the 
exact opposite of his least favorite 
part of his job. Evans loves when 
people get loans. It just makes him 
feel so good and happy to know 
that people are getting the chance 
to make their dreams come true.  

Umpqua Bank benefits the 
community by hiring people like 
Evans. Evans helps everyone he can 
in all ways. “I get to come in and 
help people reach their financial 
goals.” So, if you have a dream and 
need a loan, Umpqua Bank is the 
place to go for the loan of your 
dream. 

 

 

BY MICHAEL 



PUT YOUR MONEY ON SETH JONES 
Meet Seth Jones: Senior Banker at Umpqua Bank 
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Are you at a bank that does not 
have everything you wish for? Or 
maybe you need a new banker? If 
you want a new start then you have 
to go to Umpqua bank, and you 
have to have Seth Jones, the best 
banker I know. Jones is a senior 
banker, so he has a lot of 
experience. But when you walk in 
the door everyone will greet you 
with a smile on their face, and that 
is when you know you want to stay 
at Umpqua Bank. 

 

Jones is a senior banker at Umpqua 
bank. As a senior banker he can tell 
people if a loan they asked for gets 
approved or declined.  He also 
helps people manage their money 
and suggests different ideas, like 
getting a loan for something. He 
provides options for saving or 
investing. One of his favorite parts 
about his job is “helping a small 
business when it is struggling 
financially.”  When he can help get 
it approved for a loan, he is thrilled. 
He also enjoys helping individual 
people. 

On the other hand, Jones said, “my 
least favorite part of my job is 
having to call people and tell them 
if they did not get a loan they asked 
for or worked really hard to 
get.”  Even at this point, Jones will 
be super helpful, always wanting 
someone who is trying to get a loan 
get it. He will work super hard to try 
to get your loan approved.   

 

Before becoming a banker, Jones 
was a teacher. But not just any 
teacher, he was a music teacher! 
He was a music teacher for one 
year at a kindergarten to eighth 
grade school and then at a high 
school for two years. Although you 
might think that banking and 
teaching are completely different, 
they are actually very similar 
because they both involve helping 
people learn. Jones says, “I educate 
people on how to best use their 
money.” After he left teaching, he 
found a new way to teach people 
as a universal banker. His second 
position was as a client relationship 
consultant. Jones worked really 
hard to keep moving forward and 
he is currently a senior banker with 
hopes to continue to a higher 
position. 

 

As you can see, Jones is a 
hardworking, determined, kind, 
and helpful banker who will always 
be up for a challenge no matter 
what. 

 

 

BY NAOMI 



PAN PACIFIC PARADISE 
Meet Rob Brandenberg: General Manager at Pan Pacific Hotel 
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Welcome home to the Pan Pacific 
Hotel. At the Pan Pacific Hotel they 
make sure every guest feels at 
home. Rob Brandenberg, general 
manager, makes that happen. 

A general manager oversees the 
company and makes sure 
everybody has what they need to 
be successful. When guests ask 
questions, he usually has an 
answer. Like Brandenberg said, 
“the hotel is like its own little 
world.” Brandenberg also handles 
complaints. He listens to what the 
guest is having trouble with. First, 
he apologizes, then he fixes 
it.  Brandenberg has a lot of 
experience, so he has many 
different ways to help guests. To be 
a general manager, you need to be 
patient and like to serve people. 
Brandenberg is a perfect match. 

What led Brandenberg to this 
profession? When he was a little 
kid, he wanted to be a hotel 
general manager, not an actor, or 
astronaut, or something other kids 
would want to be; he wanted to be 
a hotel general manager. He 
started doing pastries at a hotel, 

which is one of the important jobs 
in the heart of the house. The heart 
of the house is the middle of the 
hotel. No guest really sees you, but 
it’s an important role because 
people need food or they probably 
wouldn't stay there. Also in the 
heart of the hotel are 
housekeeping, the kitchen and 
offices. After working in the pastry 
department, Brandenberg knew he 
wanted to be in a hotel and he 
wanted to be seen and greet 
everybody. Then he found the Pan 
Pacific Hotel. It turned out they had 
an opening as a general manager. 
He applied and then got the job! 
He was so excited. He knew this 
was an important job so he knew 
he had to work as hard as he could. 
Then, after a little bit of time, he 
knew this was the job for him, and 
he has had this job for over three 
years.  

There are tons of different things 
Brandenberg does on a daily basis 
all over the hotel. He looks at 
spreadsheets to make sure the 
money is in the right place. He 
spends time making sure the 
guests have what they need, for 
example, dog beds if traveling with 
pets and clean, fresh sheets and 
towels. He also sets up 
transportation if needed. Things 
run smoothly at the Pan Pacific and 
Brandenberg is proud of his staff. 
“The better team you have the 
easier my job is.”  

Brandenberg has favorite and 
challenging parts of his day. His 
favorite thing to do at work is to be 
CREATIVE. He helped design a new 
patio and makes things easier for 

customers. He really enjoys 
“working with my team.” His 
biggest challenge is that he doesn’t 
know the future. Another challenge 
is “something in the past may make 
things harder if not done right.” He 
also must help angry customers. 
“We may make mistakes, but we 
can solve them too,” he explains.  

In addition to making sure guests 
feel at home, Brandenberg’s job 
helps the community in many ways. 
He walks inside and outside of the 
hotel and cleans up trash. He gives 
people jobs by hiring them. Then 
they can support their families. He 
teaches them how to do their job 
which gives them life skills. He 
pitches in wherever help is needed 
around the hotel.  

When not helping others at the 
hotel, Brandenberg likes to have a 
good time. He, his dog, Largo and 
his wife go hiking and kayaking 
together. After a day of fun, he 
cooks dinner for his family and 
pastries for dessert.  

The next time you look for a home 
away from home be sure to pick the 
Pan Pacific Hotel. Rob Brandenberg 
will be there to say hello.  

 

BY EMILY 



THE INVISIBLE HANDYMAN 
Meet Joseph Bruno: Hotel Engineer at Pan Pacific Hotel 
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You may never see him. You may 
never hear him. The world may never 
know his name.  But he still saves the 
day… Daily! He’s a mystery. He’s a 
genius.  He’s a hero. He’s… THE 
INVISIBLE HANDYMAN! Also known 
as… Joseph Bruno, Hotel Engineer 
for the Pan Pacific Hotel! 

Some superhero’s origin stories are 
shrouded in mystery, but not his! As a 
five-year-old living in the Philippines, 
Joseph Bruno’s father would send 
him to a metal fabricator. He would 
put a piece of metal the machine and 
sit and watch it work. He would 
curiously watch each gear turn, each 
press molding the metal. All the parts 
worked in perfect harmony to make a 
finished product. He would wonder 
how it worked and wish he knew. It’s 
no surprise this curious little boy 
grew up to be an engineer.  

Bruno had a lot of jobs before he 
became a superhero. One of Bruno’s 
first jobs when he lived in the 
Philippines was as a fabricator and 
construction contractor. “This is 
where I got all of my experience.” In 
2006 Bruno moved to the United 
States to start his career as a Certified 
Nursing Assistant and became a 
kidney dialysis technician. Bruno had 

multiple jobs in the United States 
including one at a different hotel and 
one at Home Depot. He says that it 
got him used to working with all 
types of customers and taught him 
some of the culture of the US. Bruno 
started working as a hotel engineer 
at the Pan Pacific Hotel in 2021. He 
says he is very happy there and 
would like to stay there until he 
retires. 

Every superhero has their duties. As a 
hotel engineer Bruno does all types 
of maintenance: routine, 
preventative, corrective, predictive 
and emergency. For routine 
maintenance Bruno checks to make 
sure that everything in the hotel is 
working properly. If it isn't, he fixes it. 
For preventative, Bruno makes sure 
that things don’t break in the first 
place. For corrective, Bruno corrects 
mistakes that were made when fixing 
or installing something. For 
predictive, Bruno figures out when he 
thinks something might break and 
then fixes it before it breaks. Last but 
not least, emergency. Whenever a 
problem arises Bruno is there to save 
the day! He figures out how to solve 
the problem and then fixes it. That 
may seem like a lot to keep track of, 
but like every good superhero Bruno 
keeps himself organized. He uses a 
checklist to keep track of everything 
he needs to do in the day. Even 
though he uses a checklist, Bruno’s 
duties vary from day to day. 
Someone’s room might be too hot or 
too cold. Something might break and 
he has to fix it. He’s in charge of 
making sure everything in the hotel is 
working properly. 

There are many ups and downs in the 
life of a superhero. Bruno says his 
favorite part of his job is “challenge.” 

“Every day there are different 
challenges.” He says the hardest part 
of his job is learning the culture of the 
United States, and sometimes having 
to go against his own culture to fit in 
here. 

Not only does Bruno save travelers 
and locals alike, he also saves the 
environment. At the Pan Pacific Hotel 
things like air and water filters make 
sure that pollution does not leave the 
building and go into the air and the 
water that travels to the Puget Sound. 
When these things break Bruno has 
to be there to fix them so that the 
pollution doesn’t get out into the 
world.     

“I’m always with my family,” says 
Bruno. If it doesn’t overlap with his 
family time or work, Bruno often likes 
to take odd jobs from his neighbors. 
He is also a pastor at a local church 
for Filipino immigrants. When Bruno 
was a kid, he was part of his local 
church’s band. Now his five kids are 
in the church band at the church 
where he is a pastor. 

Whether he’s saving the world, fixing 
a bathtub or making music with his 
family Bruno—and the Invisible 
Handyman—will never lead you 
astray. 

 

BY JOSIE 



MAKING YOUR DREAMS COME TRUE 
Meet David Rosenthal: Front Office Manager at Pan Pacific Hotel 
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Have you ever seen the Pan Pacific 
Hotel and wondered what it's like to 
work there? Well, you're in luck 
because David Rosenthal is just the 
guy to ask. He is the front office 
manager at the Pan Pacific Hotel.  

 

On a daily basis Rosenthal does many 
things. First stop, “checking in with 
the front office staff and checking 
how many people are coming and 
going.” Now he knows that the staff 
knows which guests are leaving and 
makes sure nobody is waiting for a 
room. Second, Rosenthal schedules 
the front office staff, such as making 
the front office staff’s schedule so 
they know where to be. Third, he 
makes sure all special guests get 
their requests and are comfortable. 
Fourth, he ensures that employees 
are, at all times, friendly, and helpful 
to all guests, managers and other 
employees, and are making the 
guests feel welcome, comfortable 
and at home. Lastly, he maintains 
working relationships and 
communicates with all departments.  

Rosenthal’s job benefits the 
community by helping with traveling. 
“Traveling can be an experience that 

some people don't like. They are 
away from their home! They are away 
from their family! Sometimes they 
can be first time travelers! But we still 
try to make them feel at home and 
give them the comfort and care they 
need.'' Sometimes it's a crazy 
request, like when one of Rosenthal's 
guests asked for a giant framed 
picture of actor Tom Hiddleston in 
their room! 

 

Before Rosenthal ever worked at the 
Pan Pacific Hotel, he had a lot of 
other jobs. His first job was cleaning 
cars. Soon after, he went to sell video 
games for Game Stop. He “left for 
hotels in 2015, due to digital video 
games being the future.” But he 
realized that he was really good at 
talking with customers and that he 
really liked it, too. So, he applied for 
a job at a hotel (not the Pan Pacific 
Hotel). He got the job without ever 
having any hotel experience! He 
worked there for around five years. 
Rosenthal loves to kid around. He 
told us he left that hotel to play first 
base for the Mariners. Actually, he 
got to watch the Mariners from the 
store where he sold Mariners 
souvenirs. Finally, he left to come 
work at the Pan Pacific Hotel where 
he has been for about one year. 

 

“The purpose of my job is to come in 
every day and make people feel like 
they are doing something that is 
important, because it is.”  He and the 
staff are bringing people into Seattle, 
which helps the hotel and businesses 
around it make money. It really helps 
the economy of Seattle. “It's not a big 

job, I'm not saving lives but I'm 
making people a little more happy.” 

 

Rosenthal says his favorite part of his 
job is handwritten letters to and from 
customers. “I have terrible 
handwriting but I love hand writing 
notes to guests. My favorite part of 
the job is getting responses from the 
customers.” Rosenthal loves seeing 
how happy customers are when they 
get the letter and when they 
respond.   

 

The next time you are sleeping in a 
nice comfy hotel bed at the Pan 
Pacific Hotel, David Rosenthal is at 
the front desk, ready to make your 
dreams come true. 

 

BY LUCIA 



THE FOOD AND FUN DIRECTOR 
Meet Stephen Moore: Food and Beverage Director at Pan Pacific Hotel 
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You are enjoying your nice stay at 
the Pan Pacific Hotel, you get 
hungry—what do you do? You order 
some food! Let’s see who’s behind 
this delicious operation. 

Stephen Moore is the Food and 
Beverages Director at the Pan 
Pacific Hotel. He manages all of the 
areas of the hotel that deal with 
food and, well, beverages. He also 
manages wait staff and chefs, and 
attends and helps with banquets. 
He works in the kitchen and helps 
prepare food as part of his job. On 
a daily basis he makes sure that 
everyone shows up on time, 
oversees the waiters bringing the 
right dishes to the right table in the 
restaurant, and ensures that 
everyone is having a good time. He 
spends most of his time in the 
kitchen but he is also around other 
parts of the building. 

Moore started his journey of being 
a food and beverage director when 
he was first mowing his neighbor’s 
lawn. His neighbor owned a bakery, 
so he also worked there for extra 
money. He liked working there. He 

said one of the reasons why he 
liked cooking is because his 
parents said to him and his siblings, 
“as long as you know how to cook, 
you can walk home by yourselves.” 
This is because his parents worked 
at multiple jobs. He kept working at 
the bakery and also in other 
kitchens as an apprentice. He kept 
working and working and later 
became a food and beverages 
director at the Pan Pacific Hotel. 

The purpose of Moore’s job is to 
make sure that the hospitality 
standards are met and anything 
regarding food and beverages is 
great and made properly. He helps 
his team get better at their jobs and 
this benefits the community. Moore 
also works with FareStart. FareStart 
is a neighborhood company that 
helps people get food and also 
helps them learn to cook so they 
can be hired for cooking and 
baking jobs. Stephen hires people 
from FareStart to help them get a 
new start. 

“My favorite part of my job is that 
we’re the fun department.” Moore 
calls it that because they play 
around with food and techniques, 
learning and trying different 
recipes. He's curious, asking, “Why 
does Southeast Asian food use a lot 
of these fermented sauces?” and 
wondering where food comes from 
and why. He and his team also find 
fun ways to serve food to the 
guests. 

The most challenging part of 
Moore’s job is that it’s hard 
managing people because 

everyone has different strengths 
and weaknesses. Moore works hard 
to match people with their 
strengths and help them get the 
most out of their jobs. He also 
wants people to learn new kitchen 
skills. 

When not at work, Moore stays 
creative. In his free time, he has fun 
doing ceramics and pottery, and 
paints with watercolors. Moore is 
an artist in (and out) of the kitchen.  

Come create “Moore” food with 
Stephen Moore, the Food and 
Beverage Director, who helps the 
community, hotel employees and 
guests have fun with food. 

 

 

BY MARCUS 

 



YOUR WISH IS HER COMMAND 
Meet Ashley Hwang: Sales and Event Coordinator at Pan Pacific Hotel 
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Next time you're dancing on the 
dance floor or eating a seven-
course meal at a fancy hotel just 
think about how much work a hotel 
sales and event planner went 
through to make it happen. That’s 
where Ashley Hwang comes in. She 
“helps clients plan their events” at 
the Pan Pacific Hotel. 

 

The first thing Hwang does for an 
event is to talk with the client to 
plan their event. She has many 
purposes. She wants to make all 
attendees happy. She tries to 
ensure that the event is a success 
and that the client gets what they 
want. She spends many hours 
planning and deliberating with the 
clients. Together, they change 
details, plan the menu, and more. 
Finally, it’s time to get this event on 
the road. Sometimes it’s not all 
smooth sailing. There are still a 
million, billion more things that 
could go wrong and Hwang takes 
responsibility for it all. She 
manages “their guest rooming lists 
for those who will be staying at our 
hotel overnight or for several 

nights.” She doesn’t do this 
alone.  “Our banquet team takes 
care of setting up the room, serving 
the guests, cleaning up after the 
event and making sure that the 
events are going smoothly. I work 
with many departments and teams 
at our hotel to make sure our 
guests are happy.” 

 

Hwang’s path to hotel event 
planning started in college. She 
worked as a college event 
coordinator where she booked 
rooms for campus events and 
celebrations, and she “was the 
liaison between my clients, the 
catering company, and the AV 
team.” Now Hwang is at Pan Pacific 
Hotel, where she is still booking 
rooms, planning the catering, and 
of course planning events for 
clients that want extravagant 
events. Speaking of extravagant 
events, one of the most extravagant 
events Hwang has ever planned 
was a recent reception and dinner 
at the Pacific Lounge. There was a 
lot of celebrating.  

 

Every day is different for Hwang. 
“Some days I’ll be planning, other 
days I’ll have calls on Zoom or in 
person, sometimes I’ll do tours of 
event spaces, but every day is filled 
with lots of emails and 
communication.” Hwang plans 
events that last anywhere from 50 
minutes to five days.  

 

Hotel event planning has its 
highlights and also its challenges. 
Hwang’s favorite part of the job is 
meeting new people and the 
events. Hwang says, “Something 
challenging is also meeting new 
people because some people can 
be very picky, you also have to be 
very organized.” Some clients need 
to know exact details at any time. 
Being organized helps keep track 
of the many parts. 

 

In Hwang’s free time she likes to 
play boardgames, go shopping 
with friends, and go on walks. 

 

Next time you're killing it on the 
dance floor or stuffing your face 
with delicious food at a fancy hotel, 
take a moment of gratitude for 
event planners like Ashley Hwang. 

 

 

BY MARGARET 



JUGGLING WITH GRACE 
Meet Kendra Gaffey: Senior Accounting Director at Pan Pacific Hotel 
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Did you think that only banks 
handle money? Then you’ve been 
misled! Take a look at Kendra 
Gaffey, a senior accounting 
director. She works for a company 
called Hersha Hospitality 
Management. Gaffey handles 
money for Pan Pacific Hotel and 
many more hotels.  

Before she worked for the Pan 
Pacific Hotel Gaffey was in culinary 
school. She then realized that it was 
not for her, so she got her degree 
in management. After she got her 
degree, she went to work for a 
school district and thought that was 
going to be her path, but she 
ended up losing her job because of 
the economy and recession. She 
then needed a job, and at this time 
she was still in college. She saw an 
opening at a hotel for an office 
assistant and she applied. She then 
climbed up the ranks all the way to 
general manager. “Once you are 
general manager, you know how to 
do everyone's job.” So, she 
decided to try something new and 
change over to the unseen area of 

the hotel profession and became 
an accountant.  

Gaffey has many daily duties. 
Counting money is incredibly 
important to businesses. It helps 
them make sure they have enough 
revenue to pay the bills and to 
renovate when needed. Counting 
money sounds like a job for 
someone who got all A’s as a math 
student. Gaffey is brilliant and said 
that she only got C’s and D’s in 
math as a child.  As an accountant 
she uses a computer system called 
Brains. She runs the program and 
“in case some of the money is not 
accounted for, I can fix it and have 
it back on track.” If a customer 
disagrees with a charge, Gaffey 
runs a system to resolve it and 
make sure everything adds up. 

Gaffey spends the majority of each 
day managing the inflow and 
outflow of money. This is also 
incredibly important because, you 
see, paying the bills keeps the 
company going, which keeps 
customers coming. If the hotel goes 
out of business the other Seattle 
hotels would have to increase 
capacity, which could cause them 
to overflow. This could mean not as 
many tourists come to our rainy 
city, which would crash the 
economy in many ways. That would 
not be good for the community. 
Gaffey makes sure the hotel 
receives money from both 
customers and people who use 
their meeting rooms and their 
restaurant.  

 

Gaffey also performs risk analysis. 
Risk analysis is mostly about how to 
take safe risks to benefit the 
company. For instance, Pan Pacific 
has hotels on the west coast and 
the east coast but none in the 
middle, so it would be a risk if they 
wanted to put a hotel in the middle 
of the country. So Gaffey helps 
analyze the pros and cons of the 
option and decides if it would be 
good for business or not. 

Gaffey’s favorite thing about the job 
is that after the day is done, she 
likes how it feels to watch all the 
numbers fall in place “like little 
puzzle pieces.” She also likes the 
idea of hospitality because she is 
an open and welcoming person. A 
challenge for Gaffey is balancing all 
the important jobs she has to do in 
one day. “It’s like I'm juggling a 
bunch of balls and if one drops, I 
have to start all over.” 

As you have experienced, Kendra 
Gaffey’s job as a senior accounting 
director is very important to Pan 
Pacific Hotel as well as our 
community. Accountants are 
incredibly important to the 
community. 
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