
 

 

     Computers line the wall.  Reading materials, workbooks 

and encouraging posters surround the room.  Sounds like a 

typical study hall or maybe a library at any local high 

school?  

     But it’s not!  This is the large area where YMCA 

Educational Services (YES!) holds adult education classes. It 

is also where Cynthia Washington came to realize her 

dream of going to the seminary and helping others. 

       Located at the main branch of the New Orleans Public 

Library, YES! has been a branch of the YMCA of Greater 

New Orleans’ since 1977.  Since then it has helped hundreds of New Orleanians improve reading, 

writing, and math skills, learn computer skills, or earn a high school equivalency diploma. 

Mrs. Washington is just one of the many who’ve taken advantage of the program.  Motivated by 

a desire to attend a local seminary, but finding out she needed a high school diploma first, she saw YES! 

when searching for adult education classes on the computer.  “I was a teen mom and dropped out my 

senior year,” she said. “I got married and tried to go back several times, but it was hard with a family and 

working.”   

Now, with her large family (four sons, one daughter, and 13 grandchildren) grown and the 

support of her husband, Rev. Sherman E. Washington, she’s back full time and already has passed the 

first part of the high school exam in math.  Once she completes her social studies, science, and language 

arts requirements, she will have that diploma and be able to begin her seminary studies at Union Baptist 

Theological Seminary.  This will take another four years of night classes to get her degree. 

But she’s not getting ahead of herself like she once did.  “It had been 35 years since I was in 

school and when I first came to YES!,” said the longtime employee of Metairie Country Club.  “I thought 

this would take maybe only six months.  My husband said it would be four years and he was right.” 
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Cynthia says once she calmed down and relaxed, it was easier to learn and to study.  After 

working her waitress shift at the country club, she comes to YES! on Monday, Wednesday, and Thursday 

afternoons.  While there, she works on computer programs in her subject areas to hone her skills. She 

takes practice tests after each 40 hours of instructions to gauge her progress.  Cynthia does all this in 

addition to putting in three to four hours of homework each day. 

Cynthia recognizes that the staff is here ready and willing to help.  “Everyone is very nice and is a 

great resource for me,” she said.  “They couldn’t be any more supportive and positive.”  Her family lends 

support as well.  She says her oldest grandson helped her with math problems and her youngest 

grandson always checks her progress with a “How’d you do in school Maw-Maw?”  “I got a green today, 

and you?” she says with a smile.  

Her own family cheering section has helped her a lot and has even given encouragement to a 

fellow church member who’s started adult education classes at another program.  

With her goal in sight, there is no way Cynthia Washington is stopping now.  As she says, “I’ve got 

my whole leg in the door.  It’s been a struggle, but well worth everything.”  And who knows, one day you 

may see her back at YES! helping students just like her! 

 

 

 


