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Carrier spreads good word about USPS 
while helping students learn to read
Long Island City, NY Branch 357 

President David Van Aken learned 
recently that he is helping to 

spread the word about the good that 
letter carriers do in their communities 
and helping schoolchildren learn to 
read. Not bad for a day’s work.

Van Aken is the subject of an article 
on Readworks.org, a website that 
provides free resources for teachers 
nationwide. A writer from Readworks, a 
not-for-profit group located in New York 
City, interviewed Van Aken a few years 
ago, but he forgot about it until a friend 
of his, a sixth-grade teacher, stumbled 
upon Van Aken’s story on the website 
and contacted him about it.

“It’s kind of cool,” Van Aken said, 
“that someone just found it out of 
nowhere.”

As with most articles on Readworks.
org, the article comes with questions 
for students to answer as a quiz on 
their reading comprehension, along 
with a teacher’s guide. The article 
is written for students reading at an 
eighth-grade or ninth-grade level.

The article packs into three pages 
information about Van Aken’s back-
ground and experiences on his route, 
his relationship with his patrons, the 
failed effort by the Postal Service to 
cut Saturday delivery, elderly citizens’ 
dependence on the mail for delivery 
of medication, automated sorting vs. 
sorting by hand, changes in uniforms, 
overtime, Van Aken’s involvement in 
the NALC and the role of letter carriers 
in their communities.

“Van Aken knows the people on his 
route well,” the article reads. “For ex-
ample, he’ll know if a normally active 
elderly resident stops picking up her 
mail for a few days.

“Sometimes the letter carriers are 
the ones looking out for these vulner-
able residents when no one else is,” 

it reads. “Van Aken considers his job 
to be not only the physical activity of 
delivering mail, but also the social re-
sponsibility that comes with the job.”

Readworks.org has a catalogue of 
approximately 2,600 original articles 
for classroom use, with more to come 
soon. The group’s writers focus each 
article on different reading levels and 
standards. About a million teachers 
use the articles as teaching tools, but 
after six years on the internet, the site 
expects still more teachers to discover 
the site and take advantage of its free 
services. Most of the site’s promotion 
comes from recommendations from 
fellow educators.

According to Readworks, since the 
story featuring Van Aken was pub-
lished in 2013, more than 3,800 teach-
ers have downloaded it for printing 
and thousands more have viewed (and 
possibly copied) it on the web.

You can read the article in PDF for-
mat by going to nalc.org/readworks.

“This article is a great way for kids 
to learn about letter carriers and how 
they do so much more in the commu-
nity beyond delivering the mail,” Van 
Aken said, “all while they’re learning 
to read.” PR
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  On her wedding day, Dave Van Aken’s wife  looked out at  the people gathered at their small 
Queens parish. She saw about 20 unfamiliar faces among the guests and asked her new husband 
who they were.  
 
Those 20 assembled were stay‐at‐home moms, retired couples and non‐working families along 
Van Aken’s route as a letter carrier for the United States Postal Service. Although his customers 
knew he was getting married, he hadn’t told them the specifics, like which church the ceremony 
was going to be at. However, that didn’t stop them from wanting to celebrate this new chapter 
in their mailman’s life.   
“They become your friends,” said Van Aken, who was just as surprised to see them as his wife. 
“It becomes very difficult to separate them from people in your regular life.”  
 
Van Aken has been  a  letter  carrier  for  over  two decades,  spending  the  last  several  years  in 
Sunnyside, Queens.  In that time, he has seen children grow from babies to go on to college. 
Some of the people on his route have given him baby clothes for his own son. On his route, he 
usually delivers the mail first to businesses and then to homes. That way the businesses can get 
started earlier in the day and operate more efficiently. A couple times a year he smokes cigars 
with a lawyer from his old route he met and befriended.  
In  the  spring  of  2013,  the  Postmaster  General  in Washington,  D.C.  announced  plans  to  cut 
Saturday letter delivery starting in August of that year to save $2 billion annually, according to 
the U.S. Postal Service. There was debate about whether this move would, in fact, save money 
for the department, and whether it was even legal for the Postmaster General to cut services 
without asking for permission from Congress first.  
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