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Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County 
AmeriCorps MAPP Program  
 

 
The Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps program focuses on improving math 

and literacy skills for Club members, as well as promoting healthy futures. AmeriCorps 

members track Club members through a case management system and tailor the experience 

of the Club to the needs of the youth. 200 youth in clubhouses across the county have had 

Member Afterschool Plan Portfolios (MAPPs) created and maintained weekly by AmeriCorps 

members. This MAPP allows the member to track the progress and needs of the targeted 

youth.  
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Reflection Piece 
Seth Abrahamson  

Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps Program 
Lincoln Clubhouse 

7th Congressional District 
75th State Assembly District 

25th State Senate District 
 

I had been a part-time Club staff for three years before I made the decision to become an 
AmeriCorps member and every year has been a new and different experience. Joining the club 
has changed my life and has helped me grow as a person. The kids over the years have made 
as much of an impact on my life as I have made on theirs. I am very grateful and blessed that I 
have the opportunity to serve here and have cherished every second with these kids.  
 
This year, part of my service was to be the Triple Play leader and take over the “gym teacher” 
duties at the club. I became the Triple Play leader because I feel that it is important for today’s 
youth to know that having a healthy, active lifestyle is extremely important in today’s society. 
Being an AmeriCorps member has allowed to me to continue to impact the present and future 
lives of with the club members I work by teaching them that a healthy, active lifestyle can be fun.  
 
Seth is a student at UW-Eau Claire and who commutes two days a week while still full-filling his 
role as an AmeriCorps member. 
 

 

My Thoughts 
Danielle Akins 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps Program 
Barron Middle School  

7th Congressional District 
75th State Assembly District 

25th State Senate District 
  
To a Future AmeriCorps Member, 
  
When I first joined AmeriCorps, I didn’t put that much thought into it. I saw it as an opportunity to 
further my experience with children, and it would be another experience to add to my resume. 
My only concern was about how this position would affect me. I didn’t take into consideration on 
how it would affect the kids I work with. At the time, I didn’t believe that one person could 
change the way another person felt or acted. I’ve been working in the Barron School District for 
a few years now and the kids I work with only saw me as a person that “makes them do their 
homework,” but as the days turned into weeks and weeks turned into months, I noticed the kids 
responding to me in a different way than in the past. They ask how my weekend was or ask how 
my family is doing and they are actually starting to appreciate the help I give them at BGC with 
their homework. Some have even come to me for advice in their personal life, whether if it’s 
problems with family, friends, or just having a hard time at school. I’ve even had a few kids that 
have come up to me and tell me that no matter what kind of day they are having, if they look at 
me and I have a smile on my face, they know that today is going to be a good day; that my 
smiles are contagious. When I was in the hospital, a few of them even made me a get well card. 
It seems that working with them at Boys & Girls Club after school has helped strengthen the 
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bond between my students and myself. They are more open to me; they have faith that what I’m 
telling them is the truth and take my advice to heart.  
 
When you take the oath to become an AmeriCorps member, please not only consider yourself 
in your decision, but also all the children’s lives that you will impact in your year of service. 
Remember that every day that you are at the club or not, you are affecting the outcome of each 
child that you talked to. Whether you’re having a good day or bad, make sure you have a smile 
on your face because you never know who will see that smile. Smiles spread like wild fire. 

 
Danielle J Akins is 25 years old, and she started serving with AmeriCorps this past summer. 
After her year with AmeriCorps, she plans to go back to college to get her Physical Therapist 
Assistance Degree. Afterwards, her plan is to pursue a career in physical therapy within school 
districts and/or adolescence in a hospital. Children have always been her passion and it will 
continue to be no matter what path she ultimately takes in my life, she says. 

 

 

My Reflection 
Justine Allen 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps Program 
Lincoln Clubhouse 

7th Congressional District 
75th State Assembly District 

25th State Senate District 
 

When I first joined AmeriCorps and started serving the Boys & Girls Club, I saw it as an 
opportunity to build my resume, network, and work with kids, which has been a passion of mine 
since childhood. In the short amount of time I have been here, I have learned so much about 
each of these kids. They all come from different backgrounds and have different strengths and 
weaknesses. My favorite thing about serving the Boys & Girls Club is tutoring the children. It is 
so exciting to see a child succeed. Every success is celebrated whether it is big or small. 
Emphasis on success is so important for the kids, and it is amazing to see what a positive 
impact it has on their attitudes and behavior.  
 
Serving at the Boys & Girls Club has been a valuable experience. I have learned a lot about 
myself, and have realized that my time here is so much more than just a resume builder. It is an 
opportunity to make a positive difference in the lives of children who may or may not have any 
positive role models in their lives. It is a place where they can feel safe, valued, loved, and 
appreciated. It is so rewarding to be a part of such an outstanding organization.  
 
Justine has been an AmeriCorps member since October of 2014. She has an Associate’s 
degree in Business Marketing and Management, and plans to pursue a Bachelor’s Degree in 
Finance after serving as an AmeriCorps member. She’s been happily married for 3 ½ years, 
and has almost 15 years of experience working with children.  
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The Important Role We Play  
Paul M. Baribeau  

Boys & Girls Club Barron County AmeriCorps Program  
7th Congressional District  
7th State Assembly District  

25 State Senate District  
 
Working at the Boys and Girls Club has shown me how important it is for kids to have positive 
role models in their lives, and that’s what we as AmeriCorps members are to our Club members. 
This position is more than just a job as we have an extremely important role to play as we are 
positive role models in these kids’ lives. If it was not for the positive role models in my life, I 
could not tell you where I would be today. In December of 1995, I faced something that no 7 
year old boy should ever have to go through, the loss of a parent. 
 
On December 1995, my father, also a police officer, was killed in the line of duty. A boy’s father 
is someone special, at that age he is a superhero, a friend, a mentor, an authority figure, a 
provider, a man who teaches his son the ways of life and right vs. wrong, and on December 19th 
1995, it seemed like all that disappeared for me. Growing up I saw dad’s take their sons fishing, 
being a mentor to their sons, and teaching them the important lessons in life. All I could think of 
where was that for me, where was that positive influence to do those things with? It wasn’t long 
before my mother got me into the performing arts where I met older teens who would take me 
under their wing and not only broaden my appreciation for the arts, but where there to teach me 
those life lessons, throw the football with me, help me with homework, teach me how to drive. If 
it was not for those positive role models and influences in my life, who came into my life after 
tragedy, I know I would not be where I am today, or be the man I am today. I do thank my dad 
for planting those positive role models in my life every single day. 
 
As AmeriCorps members and staff at the Boys & Girls Club we are to be positive role models in 
these young kids’ lives, to show them their worth, and help the kids lead positive lives. Because 
of my story, I know how important and influential our role as Boys & Girls Staff is. Kids come to 
the club with all sorts of backgrounds, some like mine, and some completely different; but 
everyone needs a positive influence in their lives and that’s what we as staff are. The duty we 
are asked to do is more than just a temp job as what we do as positive mentors and role models 
can have a lasting positive impact on these kids’ lives. If I can touch just one kid’s life by being a 
mentor & role model while they attend the club, and lead them in a positive direction the way my 
life was touched my mentors and role models then I can call my time here a success. 
  
Paul was born and raised in Rice Lake, Wisconsin. He graduated with a Bachelor’s Degree in 
Criminal Justice from the University of Wisconsin Superior in May 2012. 
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I’m Here For the Kids  
Samantha De Yarman 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps Program 

Lincoln Clubhouse 

7th Congressional District 
75th State Assembly District 

25th State Senate District 
 

Laughter. Children shouting. Shuffling feet. These are the sounds I hear every day here at the 
club. Yes, it is often loud and sometimes messy here at the club, but I love it. And it has taught 
me so much.  
 
Serving at the Lincoln Clubhouse as an AmeriCorps member has helped me grow and learn far 
more than I expected. For example, I’ve learned what it’s like to be working unsupervised a lot 
of the time. That’s not to say I’m not being supervised, just that I don’t have my supervisor 
looking over my shoulder every half hour or so. This has taught me a lot of personal 
responsibility. If I don’t do something I’m supposed to do, then it doesn’t get done - whether it’s 
paperwork, cleaning, or programming. And I’m the one who has to deal with the consequences. 
 
However, the people who have taught me the most while serving here are not my bosses or 
coworkers - though I have learned from them. No, the people I’ve learned the most from are the 
kids. They teach me how to be a better person. When I’m around the kids, I tend to think more 
about the things I say and do. I always think, “Is this appropriate to say around a six-year-old 
child?” “Would it still be okay if a nine-year-old person did what I was about to do?” Whatever 
the answer, it causes me to think more carefully about what I’m doing or saying, which in turn 
has made me a better person.  
 
The kids have also taught me how to enjoy life better. They don’t worry if their friend is going to 
like what book they’re reading or if what they’re wearing “makes them look fat.” I’ve seen two 
kids try to beat each other up and then playing as best friends by the end of the day. Kids in 
general are more carefree and relaxed than adults. I guess the best thing I’ve learned from 
working with kids is that life is life and while an issue may seem monumental in the moment, it’s 
never anything that we can’t get through.  
 
So yes, it does get crazy around here sometimes, and some days the paperwork never seems 
to end. But when the doors open and I hear the kid come running in, I know it’s all worth it. 
Because really, I’m here for the kids.  
 
Samantha considers herself a young, strong woman who believes in equality and freedom. 
She’s the oldest of five and lives her life as if every day were the last.  
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A Work in Progress 
Diana Downes 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps Program 
Cumberland Youth Center 
7th Congressional District 

75th State Assembly District 
25th State Senate District 

 
Third week in! LatchKey at the elementary school: Teachers and staff have been so welcoming. 
I am reminded that each student has unique ways of learning as well as challenges to learning. 
Finding the right path for each of them to increase their confidence and independence is the 
best and hardest puzzle I know. I am seeing growth and improvement in most all of them 
despite my stumbling. 
 
Diana is a late-starting AmeriCorps member, but is enjoying the challenge and experience. She 
is always looking for something that will allow her to push her boundaries and learn new things. 
 

 

Year Reflection 
Heidi Eggleston 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps Program 
Lincoln Clubhouse 

7th Congressional District 
75th State Assembly District 

25th State Senate District 
 

As I sit at my desk, trying to put my thoughts into words, I realize how much of an impact these 
kids have made on me. The wall above my desk is filled with pictures, art projects, and letters 
from these kids. When I go up to my classroom, there are more pictures hanging all over the 
wall, and a chalkboard that kids wrote Justine and my name saying we were the best. I love 
getting hugs from them when I see them outside of the club, and watching their face light up 
when I go to one of their extracurricular activities. As much as I was making a difference in their 
lives, they were making an even bigger one in mine.  
 
This year has had its ups and downs. At the beginning of the year, mostly downs. My class was 
rambunctious, and disrespectful. I had to look at the Boys & Girls Club motto, “Inspire and 
enable all young people, especially those who need us most, to reach their dreams and full 
potential as caring, productive and responsible citizens,” to get me through the tough days. 
They have made huge strides in their attitudes and have been making better choices. Teachers 
have commented on how some have made huge improvements, and thanked me for helping 
their student with math. I love celebrating the little successes with them, because it is making 
them closer to a huge success. For some, it is reading for ten minutes a day, some 
understanding simple addition, and for others it is walking away when they are upset. These 
kids have helped me grow, both as a person and professionally. I have learned to roll with the 
punches- not everything is going to work out as planned, and that is okay. I have learned some 
behavior methods work with different kids. Most importantly, I learned to celebrate everyone’s 
successes, even the small ones, and even my own.  
 
I worked at the Boys & Girls Club part-time for a year before I became a full-time AmeriCorps 
member. At the time, I was going to school to be a nurse. I was contemplating switching my 
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major from nursing to teaching, but was scared to make the change, since nursing was what I 
had done since I was 17. I decided to use the AmeriCorps program to “test the waters” of 
teaching before I made the commitment. I am now at UW-Superior majoring in teaching with a 
science minor.  
 
Heidi is 28 years old and has been married for 9 years. She has two boys (6 and 8 years old), 
and a step-son (14). She attends UW-Superior majoring in teaching and minoring in science.  
 

 

A New Beginning  
April Hayes 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps Program 
Lincoln Clubhouse 

7th Congressional District 
75th State Assembly District 

25th State Senate District 
 
My name is April Hayes and I am a member of the Barron County AmeriCorps Program. I 
started December 1 of 2014 and so far I have really enjoyed serving as an AmeriCorps 
member. I was born November 14, 1994. I was born in Russia and my parents John and Linda 
Hayes adopted me when I was three years old. I am so blessed to have them as my family. I am 
currently going to Rice Lake WITC for Early Childhood Education to become a special education 
teacher. My whole life I have worked with children, and I have loved every minute of it. 
 
I started volunteering at the Boys & Girls Club because I want to go into the field of working with 
children. Soon as I started volunteering I just couldn’t stop, and I grew closer with the children 
as well. I decided to apply to AmeriCorps because it would give me more practice in the field I 
want to go in. I never thought I would get the position, but I was very lucky to get the chance of 
a lifetime. There may be a lot of work involved, but I think it’s worth the time and energy. 
 
I became the new second grade base room teacher. When I first started I was scared out of my 
mind. Second graders didn’t know who I was and I didn’t know who they were. They soon 
realized I was a funny person to be around, and I noticed there needed to be a lot of work done 
with the class. Slowly I am still working on it, but I have seen so much improvement in my class.  
 
I am very happy I got the chance to work as an AmeriCorps member. I have met many new 
people and worked with many children. There isn’t a day I don’t learn something new. You just 
never know who/what will walk through your door. I have learned so much and I still have much 
to learn, I am very excited about what will be in store for me in the future.  
 
April is going to school to become a special education teacher and is using her time as an 
AmeriCorps member to get some practical experience. 
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Staying in the Game 
Zoë Hopkins-Hile 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps Program 
Barron High School 

7th Congressional District 
75th State Assembly District 

25th State Senate District 
 
Every day, a group of our boy members come in and immediately sit down to play video games. 
At first, this was a little annoying, because they would rather play those than take part in 
programs, but then I decided to try joining in. It was ridiculously embarrassing - I didn’t grow up 
playing video games, so I barely even knew how to move my character around the different 
maps! But the boys took turns teaching me which buttons did which moves, and helping me to 
understand how to use each character. It was really cool to see the way that they were open to 
a new person joining their group and so intent on teaching me! I’m still not great, but if they give 
me a big advantage I can stay in the game for a while! 
 
Zoë is also a college student and active in the theater, both locally and in the Twin Cities. She 
enjoys music and art and sharing those passions with her Club members. 

 

 

Stepping-Stones to the Future 
Courtney Kaufman 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps Program 
Cumberland Youth Center 
7th Congressional District 

75th State Assembly District 
25th State Senate District 

 
Who knew that in trying to inspire these young people, they would inspire me? I grew up having 
a very privileged lifestyle. I took many things I had for granted because I felt that was just the 
way things were. Being around these kids and seeing their unique family situations shows me 
how much I took for granted all that I had. I see the more privileged kids come to the club vs. the 
ones that come from a very different lifestyle. Kids coming together, from all different 
backgrounds to create a community of greatness is what I believe the Boys and Girls Club is 
about.  
 
I would never have imagined meeting (one in particular) kid that would change my outlook on 
life. A kid that comes from little to nothing, a different culture of customs, and parents who aren’t 
always there for him… Despite all obstacles, he shares his love for reading and learning with 
the club members, stands up for what he believes in and isn’t ashamed to show his true colors. 
A true love for life is what he has shown me. Despite all the hardships in his life, seeing that 
smile on his face shows me how strong and brave he is. I aspire to be like him. Kids like him, 
and any other that walk through that door every day, have made such a big impact on my life –
bigger than I ever thought imaginable. Being a part of such an organization has shown me it’s 
bigger than being a part of a club or organization, it’s a way of life.  
 
Courtney has been with the Boys and Girls Club for three years. She is currently working 
towards a Bachelor of Business Management degree at UW-Eau Claire, after which she will be 
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working towards a Master’s degree in Teaching. The love for the club and teaching adolescents 
has shown Courtney her true calling: teaching.  
 

 

Yearly Reflection 
Katie Kay 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps Program 
Lincoln Clubhouse 

7th Congressional District 
75th State Assembly District 

25th State Senate District 
 

This year serving as an AmeriCorps member has so far has been very enjoyable. I have been a 
regular staff at the Boys and Girls Club for about three and half years, but this year has been 
different. I am the base room leader of the first graders and absolutely love it. They are such a 
fun group of kids to work with, and there is never a dull moment working with them. At the start 
of the year, I was a little nervous to be with a different grade, because the past couple of years I 
had been with the third graders and I didn’t really know many of the first grade children. As the 
year has gone on I have learned so much from these kids and I hope that they have learned 
from me as well. It’s such an awesome feeling to know that I am making a positive impact on 
these kids’ lives and that they look up to me and see me as someone that they can trust and 
talk to about anything. I love serving at the Boys & Girls Club and I am so thankful for the 
opportunity to be able to work with children every day and know that I am helping them become 
responsible and caring. Serving here has definitely changed me into a better person and taught 
me so much and I know the skills that I have learned here will go with me for the rest of my life.  
 
Katie has experience with a most grade levels and is currently with first graders. Because of 
these experiences, she is planning on going to school for Elementary Education and eventually 
want to become a kindergarten or first grade teacher.  
 

 

The Unexpected 
Robin Lavigne 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps Program 
Rice Lake Middle School 
7th Congressional District 

75th State Assembly District 
25th State Senate District 

 
I have worked with the Boys and Girls Club for two and a half years. I started by working with 
the kindergarten. Their drive to learn and their impressionable minds were the reason I loved 
working with them. An opportunity presented itself, though: AmeriCorps. I started my service 
with the mindset that it was a better paying position that allowed me to stay at the Boys & Girls 
Club. With this position though, I wanted to go outside the box. I requested to be at the Rice 
Lake Middle School site. I had never worked with middle school students before and so this was 
a great way to get some experience under my belt. I liked it at first. It was a little more work 
considering I was now the STEM and Literacy Coordinator instead of just a base room leader. I 
started to plan activities, and I started to get close to the kids I was teaching. I got to know them. 
They would tell me their dreams, their hobbies, their families, friends, and even animals. I 
realized that these children had become a huge part of my life, more than my kindergarten ever 
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did. I could talk to them and help them with problems and homework. I realized a couple months 
into the school year that I had become part of their lives as well. They would ask questions 
about my life and get upset if I wouldn’t be there one day. They would hug me when they got to 
the club and get excited when I would come in late after my class. All of this made me realize 
that AmeriCorps and the Boys and Girls Club was more than experience and way more than a 
job. These children became part of my family and that was truly unexpected.  
 
Robin currently attends WITC and plans to graduate in May with an Associate’s Degree in Early 
Childhood Education. She plans to continue on at UW-Stout for a Bachelor’s Degree in Social 
Work and eventually get a job as a child advocate for domestic violence and rape. I have two 
little brothers, ages six and three, who started and fueled my love of working with children.  
 

 

Reflection Piece 
Jennifer Marske 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps Program 

Cumberland Youth Center 
7th Congressional District 

75th State Assembly District 
25th State Senate District 

 

The AmeriCorps program through the Boys & Girls Club allows me to work with children, which 
has been a passion of mine since a very young age. It's nice to feel loved and respected by the 
children at the club. It's a great experience to be a mentor, and make a difference in many 
children’s lives. Many of the 4th grade children we work with have come a long way learning 
proper social skills, and life skills that they will need as they grow older and be able to take care 
of themselves as adults. 
 

Jennifer is very passionate about working with children of all age groups. She has watched 
other people’s children from a young age. She has worked in daycare centers with different age 
groups, along with teaching Sunday School for all ages. 
 

 

Mushroom It Up 
Mallorie Moon 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps Program 
Barron Middle School 

7th Congressional District 
75th State Assembly District 

25th State Senate District 
 

Serving at the Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County has been a privilege and an honor. I have 
seen what teamwork and hard work does to the members of the Barron Club. I typically run the 
physical activity aspect of the club and I have noticed great change in the members in the six 
months that I have been here. At the start of the year, I noticed how the members rarely had 
teamwork while playing some of the games I had planned. Then one day I found a game called 
Mushroom Ball. You use one dodgeball for the entire group. Anyone can go after the ball and 
throw it at anyone else. If the ball hits a person, they sit down. When two or more people are 
sitting down, they can intercept the ball and toss it to each other and then rejoin the game. The 
only way the sitting members can rejoin the game is if every person who is sitting down catches 
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the ball. I have found that this forces the members to work together before they can go back into 
the game. I thought maybe the members wouldn’t like the game, but now they ask me just about 
every day if we can play Mushroom Ball! I have really enjoyed see the members grow at Club, 
and I want to see them continue to grow and to strive to be amazing citizens when they get 
older! It’s amazing to see how one game can have in impact on how they act to other members 
and staff members. 
 
Mallorie grew up in Chetek, WI, which is a town in Barron County. She received a Bachelor’s 
Degree from UW-La Crosse and came back to Chetek to be an AmeriCorps member. Her 
mother participated in Venture Forward when she was younger and told Mallorie how much it 
impacted her. AmeriCorps has done the same thing for Mallorie. 

 

 

Looking Forward on the Positive 
Nicholle Resac 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Barron County AmeriCorps Program 
Lincoln Clubhouse 

7th Congressional District 
75th State Assembly District 

25th State Senate District 
 
Every day, the kindergarten class does a worksheet. These worksheets consist of addition, 
subtraction, word/letter tracing and sight word recognition. For the most part, the kids get 
excited to get their worksheets done because they are then rewarded with free time. We work 
through the worksheets by taking into consideration their needs. On math worksheets, some 
count them out without writing the numbers because they still struggle with number writing. 
There is one kindergartner who does not like doing the worksheets at all! This story is about 
looking at the positive that comes just from this one activity.  
 
As AmeriCorps members, we know that every child learns differently. For instance, this one boy 
needs us to sit with him as a confidence boost while he does the worksheets. Take into 
consideration that he does about three worksheets a month. He has no interest and would 
rather act out than do them. One day, he grabbed a worksheet, sat at his assigned seat and did 
the worksheet and answered every question correctly! We recognize when children are good 
and do their work properly on a daily basis, but sometimes, little achievements like this are 
celebrated in a bigger way, such as earning a sucker.  
 
Nicholle has been with the Boys and Girls Club for two years now. She has been with 
kindergarteners for a year and a half. She loves to see their excitement and loves sharing the 
same excitement over things. She is currently going to school and majoring in social work. Even 
when her commitment with the club is done, she wants to keep working with small children. 
Being with the club has given her the confidence that she needs to pursue her dreams in the 
social work field. 
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Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater 
Milwaukee 

 

 
 

 

SPARK: AmeriCorps members serving as part of Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee’s 

Spheres of Proud Achievement in Reading for Kids (SPARK) Early Literacy Program will 

work both during and after school in ten club/school partnership sites. Members will work 

with students in Kindergarten, 1st, 2nd, and 3rd grades who have been identified by their 

classroom teachers as struggling readers. AmeriCorps members will implement the SPARK 

Program by providing one-on-one and/or small group reading activities and initiate fun 

literacy games/activities that build students’ phonemic awareness, phonic skills, reading 

fluency, vocabulary, and text comprehension. 

 

Camp Whitcomb/Mason: Owned and operated by Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee, 

Camp is a year-round facility located near Hartland, WI, approximately 35 miles northwest of 

Milwaukee, on beautiful Lake Keesus.  

 

Situated on 306 acres of hills, fields, wetlands, and forests, Whitcomb/Mason provides 

campers with a variety of natural experiences. One full-time member will play a critical role at 

Camp Whitcomb/Mason year-round, and 20 quarter-time members will serve with an 

increased concentration during the summer months. Members will create, implement, and 

lead youth through environmental education lessons and activities in the areas of: 

archaeology, agriculture, athletics, cultural studies, nature, arts & crafts, outdoor living skills, 

Wisconsin forest history, and organic farming. 

 

Arts Initiative: In an educational environment where arts programming is often the first 

eliminated, Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee fills a critical need for the youth of the 

city. Member service includes program development, management, and implementation in a 

comprehensive art program, serving youth ages 6-18 in visual and performing arts in after 

school Club facilities in the Greater Milwaukee area.  
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The Year of Revelations 

Rosahunn Early 
SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 

81st Street School 
4th U.S. Congressional District 

State Assemble District 17 
State Senate District 6 

 
Working in the SPARK Early Literacy program has provided the greatest revelations of myself 
yet. The relationships I have established with my students and staff have been the most 
inspiring. The staff is supportive of one another, and I am never without assistance when 
needed. My students are perfect for me, and I have a variety of personalities to work with. One 
student in particular is my busiest and oldest student. Despite her sometimes bad behavior, she 
is a very loving child. We have our good days and bad days, but I enjoy her because she is a 
challenge. Everything about her reminds me of myself as a child, and she is very accepting of 
my constructive criticism.  
 
I had kids who were disappointed in themselves when they didn’t know the answer to 
comprehension questions, and I thought it was the cutest, most innocent thing ever. I have 
found joy in being the one to assure them that it is okay to not always know everything and that 
life is a constant process of learning. In working with the SPARK Literacy Program, I found a 
desire to work with youth within an educational setting. Originally, I only wanted to work with 
adolescents within a social aspect, because I felt that was where my impact would matter the 
most; however, working with these kids has shown me that I can have an impact working with 
them in any way that I can. It’s not the setting that matters. It is about the connections made and 
the hope instilled in the process.  
 
Roshaunn is a recent graduate of MATC, with an AAS in Human Services. She is currently 
taking classes towards her BA in Social Work. What started off as a desire to open a youth 
crisis center and a hope to be the positive influence in life that so many kids lack, has become a 
desire to establish a program within schools that works with targeted youth socially and 
academically. She has her experience with the SPARK Literacy Program to thank for this 
heightened desire to help out youth. The more she works with kids in the provided various 
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environments, the more she realizes how awesome it’s going to be, spending the rest of her life 
advocating for them.  

 

 

My SPARK Experience 
O’Trell Mitchell  

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
81st Street School 

4th U.S. Congressional District  
State Assemble District 17 

State Senate District 6 
 
When I first started working as a tutor, I thought it would just be another job. Over time, I got 
more into it, and I grew into my role as a SPARK tutor. I did not see myself getting attached to 
my students. The students and I were both shy in the beginning, but we have grown on each 
other. The students have shown me that helping them is helping me become a better person. 
Now I have a bond with my kids as if they were my own. They showed me that patience is a 
virtue. Everything is not a race. Working for SPARK has helped my patience; at first everything 
was a race, but now I take my time. I also learned that everyone moves at their own pace. I love 
that all of my kids work at different speeds because it shows me that you have to prepare in 
many ways, not just one. Working with kids teaches you to prepare for anything or expect the 
unexpected. The bonds with my kids are strong; I would help them with anything just to see 
them succeed.  
 
When I was younger I didn’t have someone to tutor me, I learned a lot on my own. I just want to 
show them that they are not alone, that they have someone to run to when times get rough. I 
have never seen myself helping kids, but now that I do, it makes me feel good. I’m helping 
students to make better futures for themselves. One kid I have a strong bond with is Nicholas; 
we have a little brother to big brother bond. He looks up to me and I try to carry myself a little 
better because I know someone is watching what I do. Nick knows he can come and talk to me 
about anything, and he won’t get judged or looked at differently. We all have moments and no 
one is perfect. Working for SPARK has not been a job for me, but a life experience. It has 
opened my eyes to a lot of things not even SPARK or school related.  
 
O’Trell is currently going to school for Engineering. He has two jobs and in his spare time he 
likes to read and write. He wants to thank SPARK for letting him have this experience. It has 
changed a lot about him.  
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Live and Learn 
Vanessa Brage 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Brown Street Academy 

4th U.S. Congressional District  
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

Teachers change lives.  
Being the right person at the right time may be enough to change a person's life forever.  

Human beings are constantly changing.  
Whether for the good or for the bad, we do not stay the same. 

 Having a positive influence in the form of a teacher can make or break a human being.  
Years after we are out of school, we remember the teachers that changed our lives.  

In most cases, these may have been the first people that believed in us.  
That experience of having an authority figure believe that we could succeed carries us forever. 
 
Vanessa is pursuing a degree in Special Education with a minor in American Sign Language. 
She has been in school for four years and will graduate in 2016. This is her first year as a 
SPARK tutor at Brown Street Academy. She hopes that her students have learned as much 
from her as she has learned from them. Working with her students has been a great experience 
for Vanessa and it has been great to watch them grow.  
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Believe In Yourself 
Nakeria Hatchett 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Brown Street Academy 

4th U.S. Congressional District  
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 
Believe in yourself and you can achieve, 
The levels you want to when you read. 
Believe in yourself and you can discover, 
That through SPARK, you can be better. 
 
Believe in yourself and you can reach, 
New heights that you thought immeasurable. 
Believe in yourself and you can elucidate, 
The problem that defies every solution. 
 
Believe in yourself and you can tackle, 
The hardest of all situations. 
Believe in yourself and you can make, 
The complicated things seem simple. 
 
Believe in yourself and you can enjoy, 
The beauty of nature's creation. 
Believe in yourself and you can learn, 
Skill of gaining knowledge from experience. 
 
Believe in yourself and you can discern, 
New depths in your life. 
Believe in yourself and you can perform, way beyond your expectations. 
 
Nakeria is the mother of three students who also participated in the SPARK Early Literacy 
Program. This is her first year as a SPARK tutor at Brown Street Academy. 

 



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

 
My Special Time with SPARK 

Greg Boulanger 
SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 

Dr. Benjamin Carson Academy of Science 
4th U.S. Congressional District 

State Assembly District 17  
State Senate District 6 

 
After six months of working as a SPARK tutor, I feel as if I have grown immensely both as a 
professional and as a person. It seems that the five kids that I work with have helped me just as 
much (if not more) as I’ve helped them. Being a student in the UWM School of Education, I have 
used my time as a tutor as my first teaching field experience. I have learned valuable lessons in 
organization, lesson planning, teaching strategies, and most importantly, how to communicate 
with young students. Personally, I believe that my time working with the young students has 
also made me into a better future father as well. Although I am going to school to work with 
older kids, I have really grown to enjoy young children. As a future teacher, my experience with 
SPARK has been priceless and extremely rewarding. I wish that all future teachers could 
experience what I have experienced in the last six months.  
 
I got to know the strengths and needs of each of my students. For example, one of my students, 
who is a very strong reader, happens to struggle in math. I spoke to his teacher about this, and 
got permission to do some extra work with him in math after each SPARK lesson. So I usually 
hold him for an extra 5 minutes every day to work on math, in addition to the 30 minutes of 
literary work. It has been rewarding for both of us to watch this student’s improvement in 
multiple subject areas.  
 
Another student has gotten into trouble a few times in class this year with behavior and effort 
issues. Being an up-and-coming professional educator, classroom management is an area that 
is being developed in me. I have taken it upon myself to talk to this student about behavior and 
the importance of always trying his best in everything he does. This has been an important 
learning experience for both of us that I think has really made both of us into better people 
(myself as a teacher and him as a student and young person).  
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These are just two of the countless stories I have from this year showing that I have learned 
from students just as much as they have learned from me. They were both made possible by 
my time as a SPARK tutor.  

 
Greg is attending UW-Milwaukee for Elementary Education. He is in his third semester in the 
School of Education. 
 

 

I’M COMING OUT 
Blair Hatchett 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Club of Greater Milwaukee 
Dr. Benjamin Carson Academy of Science 

4th U. S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 17 

State Senate District 6 
 
Being a returning tutor, I wasn't sure what this year had in store, but I learned from last year to 
expect the unexpected. So this year I told myself I would come in with an open mind. Again with 
new management and a few new students, I knew that this year would be a challenge. But I 
never thought that the challenge would be from a student that I've known for two years.  
 
Chloe is a 1st grader who is very shy. She sat by herself in her classroom and only talked to 
four people in the whole school—me, her two sisters, and her teacher. At the beginning of the 
year during our lessons, I had a hard time getting Chloe to talk. She was having a hard time 
believing in herself. It would take her five minutes to read one sentence, or take her six days to 
do a sort when it should only take three. I was trying everything to get her to open up. I would 
tell jokes to try and make her laugh. I would ask about her family and her dog. I would praise her 
for everything she did. I even brought in snacks, but nothing worked. I didn't know what to do! 
Then I had an idea: what if I went to the people that know her best, her family. So I did just that. 
I asked her sister for ideas that would help Chloe to feel more comfortable. I took the ideas they 
gave me and implemented them. I got her favorite book and we talked about her favorite TV 
shows and had her write about them. As time went on, Chloe opened up more and more. She 
now has friends in her class. It only takes her three days to do a word sort and she even went 
up three reading levels.  
 
This year’s challenge has taught me to be patient. It also taught me that some people need 
someone to believe in them more than they believe in themselves. Every year with SPARK is 
more rewarding than the last.  
 
Blair is a student at Milwaukee Area Technical College. She is pursuing a degree in Early 
Childhood Education. 
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A Day in the Life of a SPARK Tutor 
Sherita Smith 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Dr. Benjamin Carson Academy of Science 

4th U.S. Congressional District  
State Assembly District 17 

State Senate District 6 
 
I have the pleasure of being a SPARK tutor three days out of the week 
I begin my day by giving my fellow tutors a nice warm greet 
 
I gather my binders and set up at the back table near the door 
Then I rush off to get my kids from the first floor 
 
Sometimes I desperately seek Susan for sorting help 
“It comes from another language” she usually yelps 
 
The children I tutor make such great progress every day 
I hope I instill in them that college is the way 
 
After several hours of word play, writing and reading books galore 
I wrap up my day to come back for more 
 
Being a SPARK tutor is a privilege to me  
Because I am tutoring future professors, doctors, and attorneys  
 
Sherita is in her third year as an AmeriCorps member and her second year as a SPARK tutor. 
She has a strong interest in volunteerism and her goal is to obtain a degree in which she can be 
an advocate for community service.  
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Working for a Cause 

Jazmin Binns 
SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 

Carver Academy 
4th U.S. Congressional District  

State Assembly District 16 
State Senate District 6 

 
Being a SPARK tutor doesn’t feel like a job; it feels like a learning experience. I have grown as 
an individual and developed essential communication skills when it comes to working with 
youth. I have also learned about the educational needs within an urban community. As I grow 
and learn, I also watch the kids I tutor do the same. Reading levels rise, vocabulary expands, 
and teeth fill in gaps, personality traits emerge and the joy of learning increases as the weeks 
go by.  
 
Interacting with students and inspiring them to become more engaged in their educational 
experience is rewarding. I feel tied to the students, my co-workers, my supervisor, teachers, this 
school and its mission. There is a tremendous amount of persistence and effort given by 
everyone around me at Carver Academy. The tenacity of the students during their sessions is 
apparent; which makes it easy for me to be their personal cheerleader. I come here knowing 
that I am helping a need, working for a cause, and have a purpose. As stated before, being a 
SPARK tutor doesn’t feel like a cause; it’s a calling. 
 
Jazmin is currently in her first year in the SPARK program. She is double majoring in social 
work and psychology at UW-Milwaukee. After graduation, she has full intentions of dedicating 
the rest of her working life to bettering the lives of others. 
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I Want to Teach 
Sarah Dahlke 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee  
Carver Academy  

4th U.S. Congressional District  
State Assembly District 16  

State Senate District 6  

My time here in the SPARK program at Carver Academy has been a priceless experience that I 
will take with me in whatever I choose to do in the future. I came into this program with a lot of 
questions regarding my future in terms of my career. In 2012 I graduated from the University of 
Wisconsin - Milwaukee with my bachelor’s degree in Communications. I took a particular 
interest in family and overall health communications but I always wondered if teaching would 
interest me. When I applied for the SPARK program last year, I got excited. That feeling of 
excitement has since grown, and so has my passion for teaching youth. Each day is a new, 
unique experience, which alone is priceless. I know now that no office environment will ever 
invoke this kind of passion and desire. I am in love with what I do and am so excited to see the 
difference I can make, and do make, in some of my student's lives. We recently got the mid-year 
MAP scores back and the majority of my students’ scores went up. I could not stop myself from 
bragging about their scores to my family and friends. I want to teach. That is what I am taking 
away from this program, and that is the reflection I wanted to share.  

Sarah is currently in her first year of the SPARK program. She has her bachelor's degree in 
Communications from UW-Milwaukee.  

 

 
My Time with SPARK 

Morgan Ekstein 
SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 

Carver Academy 
4th U.S. Congressional District  

State Assembly District 16 
State Senate District 6 

 
I didn’t quite know what to expect when I first started SPARK. I didn’t realize the connections I 
would be making with the scholars I work with, both personally and academically. I have found 
myself wanting to work with these children more and more because of the effect I see it has on 
them. They are realizing their potential and building their confidence in reading and many other 
areas with this program. I enjoy working with the scholars at Carver because they are so 
motivated to learn and when they realize that they are, they tell me things like, “Ms. Morgan, I 
know how to read now...and it’s because you taught me!” Comments like that are so rewarding 
for me. There are so many other amazing things the scholars will say that keep me coming 
back. Another scholar once read a book to me very loudly, and I had to giggle and ask why he 
was reading it that way. He told me he was reading it proudly. I believe that my time here at 
SPARK is so valuable to these children that are coming into the program as reluctant readers 
because in a few short months their reluctance is turned around into excitement for reading.  

 
Morgan is currently in her first year of the SPARK program and the MCEA program at UW-
Milwaukee. She is looking forward to beginning her student teaching next year and graduating 
in May 2016. 
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My First Year as a SPARK Tutor 
Doug Gamauf 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Carver Academy 

4th U.S. Congressional District  
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 

 
I would whole-heartedly recommend the SPARK Early Literacy Program to anyone interested in 
becoming a future educator. The program not only gives you valuable hands-on field experience 
within the classroom, it also provides an excellent foundation when preparing for the challenges 
that lie ahead in inspiring, motivating, and engaging students for a lifetime of successful 
learning. My first year as a SPARK tutor was filled with many learning and teaching 
opportunities. Each lesson proved to be enriching for myself and for the scholar I was working 
with at the time. Every day offered a new set of challenges as a SPARK tutor as I was able to 
share in my students’ successes as well as in their frustrations. The most fulfilling aspect of 
being part of the program was getting to know my students and being a positive role model in 
their lives.  
 
I was able to be a positive role model for my K5 student, asking him “to focus,” during our 
lessons and then having him repeat this to me (without asking) as he becomes distracted 
throughout the lesson. I was a role model for my extremely active third grader, asking him to 
keep his hands to himself as we walked down the hall (like a gentleman) and simply, “to 
breathe” when he felt overwhelmed during a lesson. In addition, I asked all of my students to 
repeat the inspirational banner in the stairwell that read, “No Excuses, Work Hard, Get Smart,” 
and I instilled the importance and impact of education in my student’s lives. 
 
Most of all, the experience I’ve gained in the SPARK Early Literacy Program has ignited in me 
the passion and excitement I feel all educators need in order to be the best possible resource 
for the needs of our future students. The enormous responsibility we have to the future minds of 
the children in our care is one I take very seriously and this realization I whole-heartedly accept 
as a future educator.  
 
Doug is currently in his first year of the SPARK program and second semester of the MCEA 
program at the UW-Milwaukee. He is looking forward to graduating in May 2016 and shaping 
young minds for many years to come.  
 

 

A New Path 

Joshua Hancock 
SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 

Carver Academy 
4th U.S. Congressional District  

State Assembly District 16 
State Senate District 6 

 
My journey started with a two-day outing in Oshkosh celebrating the 20th Anniversary of 
AmeriCorps. I didn’t really know what to expect, as I hadn’t honestly considered the importance 
of the role I was undertaking as an AmeriCorps member. See, when I started this position I 
expected challenges, but what happened has changed me. 
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After learning about disaster relief and playing board games with other like-minded millennials at 
the 20th Anniversary in Oshkosh, I burnt the candle low on the first night with two new friends. I 
sheepishly woke the next morning to the second day of adventure – presentation after 
presentation of information. I suppose up until that day I wasn’t taking the job as seriously as I 
should have, but this day redefined my understanding. Simply, I was blown away. After hearing 
from President Obama and former President Clinton, I felt as if I had been wearing a badge of 
honor, hidden, due to my ignorance of how important service was to our country. I felt like a 
patriot, a true citizen of our nation. I felt I could actually make a difference, something I had only 
felt briefly before. It wasn’t a job anymore; it was a duty for which I was responsible. 
 
This, however, was all before my first day at George Washington Carver Academy. The name 
brought to mind a gilded experience: fresh uniforms, clean manners and high grades; however, 
Carver needs all the extra care it can get, being one of the lowest performers in MPS, riddled 
with problems both behavioral and academic. The first few days of training blurred together and 
soon I found myself retrieving my first student for PALS testing with my Program Manager, 
Jorie. The student emerged from his classroom, arms crossed and covered in faux marker 
tattoos, a grimace atop his boyish face. 
 
I had never been scared before by someone half my size or a fraction of my age, but I was 
completely unprepared for this student; however, as Jorie pointed to me and said “Jaylen, this is 
Mr. Joshua. He’ll be taking you for SPARK,” he broke into a big smile, putting me at ease. I 
learned that he loved writing stories and enjoyed reading as much as I did as a kid. He told me 
throughout testing how much he enjoyed reading to me. After taking him back to class, I went to 
Jorie and immediately begged to have him as my student.  
 
While I have seven kids now and some are definitely a handful, Jaylen and I still have our thirty 
minutes every Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday where we share laughs and grow, both in 
our own little ways. Jaylen will hopefully go on to become a high achiever and a great student, 
but I will (and already have) grown into a more patient, caring educator who has a greater 
perspective than before. I never thought the scariest 3rd grader I ever met could have changed 
me, but stranger things have probably happened. 
 
Joshua is in his first year of the SPARK program and is a graduate of UW-Milwaukee with a 
B.A. in English and a certificate in LGBT Studies. He is looking forward to attending graduate 
school next year and taking some time to enjoy life in the meantime. 

 

 

SPARK Life 
Erin Kemps 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Carver Academy 

4th U.S. Congressional District  
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 

 
Four and a half years ago, I began college with no idea of which direction I wanted to take my 
life. I thought that I would eventually figure it out along the way as I took more classes; however, 
that did not turn out to be the case for me. I ended up majoring in sociology and minoring in 
psychology; both subjects I was interested in, but not sure what I wanted to do with. During my 
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last semester I decided to try tutoring after receiving an e-mail about it, figuring it was something 
new that I could try out. As it turns out, this was one of the best decisions I have ever made. 
Becoming a SPARK tutor has already impacted my life in so many ways, and it has only been 
five months. The relationships that you form with your kids are real bonds that they will take with 
them and use to better themselves. To be able to positively impact someone’s life and help that 
person achieve necessary skills and obtain new goals that will help him/her succeed in life is an 
indescribable feeling. Especially when you can see just how happy the kids are once they 
master a new sound, letter, or reading concept that you have been working on. Every kid 
deserves a chance to learn and be everything he/she aspires to be. This experience has 
allowed me to realize that no matter what I end up doing, I know that I want to be able to help 
people, to be able to be a positive influence on someone’s life. Whether that be continuing on 
with my own education and doing something with teaching kids, or something else entirely. I 
have enjoyed the experience so much that I have actually just accepted a position with the 
Colorado Reading Corps for next year to help kids in the Denver area. I am beyond excited to 
start this new journey and be able to impact a new batch of kids next year. 
 
Erin finished her degree in the letters and science program at UW-Milwaukee in December of 
2014. She is looking forward to continuing her SPARK experience in helping the kids in the 
Denver area of Colorado next fall.  

 

 

My Best Moment of Being a SPARK Tutor 
Raigine Powell 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Carver Academy 

4th U.S. Congressional District  
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 
First off I would like to say that SPARK has been an exciting opportunity. I have been able to 
work with wonderful scholars who have shown me that every day, real life challenges affect 
many of them, but with proper guidance and teaching I can help mend some of those 
challenges. Seeing the improvement in these wonderful children has been amazing. Words 
can’t even really describe how happy I am. No matter what my students have been through or 
how much support they need, they come to me every day ready to learn. Even though this is my 
first year with SPARK it has made me want to become a teacher to help many young children 
before adult life challenges set in. I want these kids to succeed in everything they put their 
minds to. These kids are just amazing and I am very thankful for having people around me who 
help me make positive things happen. 
 
Raigine is a first year SPARK tutor who will be going to MATC to become a kindergarten 
teacher. She graduated from Project Stay High School in June 2014 and is ready to make a 
change in the community.  
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Great Expectations 

Carissa Coats 
SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 

Cass Street School 
4th U.S. Congressional District  

State Assembly District 19 
State Senate District 7 

 
“In learning you will teach, and in teaching you will learn.” ― Phil Collins 

 
When he tells me he 
Is ready for college at  
Age five, my heart soars.  

 
This haiku may be short, but in relation to my service with the SPARK program, it means 
everything. Joseph, a kindergartener here at Cass Street School came to me as an extremely 
timid student – I could barely get him to recite his ABC’s. Now, six months later, he is reading 
and bragging about going to college next year! Obviously this is a very ambitious goal, but it is 
impossible to deny how truly inspiring it is to see young minds so hungry for knowledge! 
 
Carissa is a senior at UW-Milwaukee, studying Psychology. Her experience with AmeriCorps 
has been beyond amazing. She has gained an insurmountable respect for teachers and the 
incredible amount of work they put into educating today’s youth.  
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SPARK Makes a Difference 
Jessica Hrdina 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Cass Street School 

4th U.S. Congressional District  
State Assembly District 19 

State Senate District 7 
 
I’m excited to share that this is my 3rd year with SPARK. I moved to Milwaukee almost three 
years ago and started with SPARK shortly after. I had no idea the impact that SPARK would 
have on me. I was originally a nursing major and because of the influence of SPARK and my 
realizing my love of working with kids, I switched to education. These past 3 years have been a 
journey.  
 
I had no idea what to expect on my first day with SPARK. I thought I would teach students how 
to read and write better – and yes, that was part of my job. The thing I was not prepared for was 
how much my students would teach me. These little darlings have taught me how to be more 
patient, kind and compassionate. Every day is a new day with them that I look forward to. 
One of my favorite moments this year was a conversation I was having with one of my first 
grade students, AF. She was a struggling reader who barely knew the alphabet. She has 
improved immensely in both her reading and writing. She came into the SPARK room one day 
and said, Miss Jess, I learned a new word. I said, “Like oh?” She said, “Yeah, prevaricate. It 
means to lie.” This was a word I’d never heard before and sure enough she was right. She is 
just one of my many success stories in the last 3 years. SPARK has so many positive effects on 
kids. SPARK not only gives these kids the tools to be better readers, but it boosts their self-
confidence as well. Every day when I see one of my little friends it makes me smile. SPARK will 
always be a part of me and I still plan to give SPARK a few more years. 
 
Jessica is currently a senior at the UW-Milwaukee in the Community Engagement and 
Education program. 

 

 

Learning Experience 
Samantha Little 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Cass Street School 

4th U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 19 

State Senate District 7 
 

I wanted to return to SPARK for my fourth and final year because I wanted to continue 
expanding my knowledge about this huge aspect of education. I have learned so much from 
SPARK and I am constantly still learning new strategies and ways to help children. SPARK has 
also given me an advantage in my college classes. For example: making lesson plans, running 
records, terminology, backgrounds of some students, and behavior challenges, have all become 
intertwined with my college classes, as well as with SPARK.  
 
Although it has been challenging to balance SPARK, another job, fieldwork and school this year, 
I don’t regret taking this opportunity. I have learned a lot from this experience ranging from 
learning about myself to learning more that will help me as a teacher. I learned the importance 
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of patience. I have gained a lot of patience that I never had before. If I became frustrated, the 
kids would feel like they made a mistake or that I was angry. I have also learned how to 
constructively encourage my kids. If they make a mistake, I don’t yell at them or put them down. 
When they make a mistake, I explain why it is wrong, correct it, then, I give them 
encouragement to let them know that everyone makes mistakes, and that they will learn from 
those mistakes. Even though I have gained a lot of positives, I have also realized there are still 
many things I need to learn and work on. 
 
One of the most valuable and important things I have learned from this experience was actually 
seeing the results of my students’ success. People will tell you about it, but you can’t really 
relate to them unless you experienced it with one of your own students. Although it is time 
consuming, one of my favorite things to do in SPARK is the PALS testing. I love seeing where 
the students start out at, and then, having them work so hard throughout the year and seeing 
the progress that was made by the end of the year. Even if we have only gone through a few 
sorts, there is always progress! I have noticed it may not be as great as I wanted, or in all areas 
that needed improvement, but I have always seen progress academically. Another thing that’s 
always wonderful to see in my students is the way they grow throughout the year. It is funny to 
reflect on them in the beginning of the year and how your lessons were, and then to see how 
comfortable they become by the end and how their personalities change as they grow older. 
 
Samantha is a 23 year old UW-Milwaukee student who is majoring in Elementary Education 
with minors in Math and English. She hopes to teach through the Peace Corps in Africa after 
graduation. 
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Experience at SPARK 

Jessica Whitaker 
SPARK Early Literacy Program, Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 

Engleburg Elementary School 
4th U.S Congressional District  

State Assembly District 12 
State Senate District 4 

My experience in the SPARK Early Literacy Program has been amazing. I have enjoyed 
meeting and working with new people who have the same goal in mind when it comes to the 
importance of teaching children literacy. I have learned so much about the students and also 
about myself - characteristics I never knew I had. The thing I love best about being a SPARK 
tutor is when my students get that “AHA!” moment. It is a moment when everything we have 
been working on all comes together. The looks of excitement on their faces are priceless!  

I remember working with one of my students who was having a hard time distinguishing the 
difference between the /ch/ and /sh/ digraph sounds. So, I made him a cube that had words 
beginning with /ch/ and another cube with /sh/ words. I also told him that when he thinks about 
the /ch/ sound to think about a train going “chug, chug” and when he thinks of the /sh/ sound 
think about someone saying “shush” with their finger against their lips. About a week later we 
did a blind sort for our lesson on the digraphs. While I watched him put the sort together, I could 
hear him say our special sayings when he got stuck. He had that “AHA!” moment! You could 
see the excitement all over his face. He was proud of himself and I was proud of him as well.  

Moments like that are what make being part of SPARK amazing. I am so glad I have had the 
opportunity to work with some wonderful students and peers as well.  
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Jessica is an education major at UW-Milwaukee. She loves working with children and seeing 
them grow and use their imaginations in ways she never would have thought. 

 
Passion 

Qiana Campbell 
SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 

Ralph H. Metcalfe School 
4th U.S. Congressional District  
16th State Assembly District  

6th State Senate District  
 

SPARK has allowed me to expand my horizons. In fall 2013, I enrolled at Alverno College for 
early education because I have a lot of experience working with young children. Some of that 
includes operating my own childcare center, teacher assisting, and numerous volunteer 
opportunities. After my first semester I realized I didn’t just want to be a teacher. I wanted to do 
something that would help children in my community, so I minored in community leadership, too. 
My idea was to start a tutoring program that I named “R.E.A.D.” I had created a business plan 
with the help of a WWBIC advisor the summer before. I put it to the side because I didn’t have 
the funds to manifest my thoughts into reality. I am grateful for having the chance to be a part of 
SPARK, whose mission is not far from mine. Since tutoring at Metcalfe, I have gained more 
experience and built special relationships with young children that can last forever.  
The time I spend with the children is educational, developmental, and most importantly, fun. I 
am excited to see my children, all children, succeed academically and reach their full potential. I 
am very passionate about what I do. I take pride in being able to reach my students through 
one-on-one interaction. I feel like SPARK has brought me one step closer to my dream. The 
service that I’ve committed to rarely feels like work because I am passionate about what I do. 
I am forever thankful for this experience in such a rewarding atmosphere, doing what I love. The 
kids are our future! And it comes with great honor to know that I will have an impact on that. 
 
Qiana is studying early elementary education at Alverno College. She also works for CLC at 
Cass Street School. 
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A Journey Through Tutor-hood 
Amber Anderson 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Alexander Mitchell Integrated Arts School 

4th U.S. Congressional District  
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

Although I have only been a member of AmeriCorps since September of 2014, the impact it has 
had on my life has been strong and everlasting. I would compare my time with AmeriCorps to 
another short-lived, and for lack of a better word, meaningful experience that I have been 
blessed to undertake in my life, becoming a mother. While being a SPARK tutor may not be the 
demanding, 24/7, lifelong commitment that becoming a parent is – it does require many of the 
same qualities. For me, it also represents a similar journey to figuring out what works, what 
doesn’t, and just what it means to be a child’s tutor. I remember my first day at SPARK. I was 
nervous and apprehensive. I had so many questions: How would I teach them? Do I even know 
the sounds the short vowels make? What if they don't like me? I used to think asking questions 
was one of the number one signs a person doesn't know what he or she is doing. While that 
may be true to an extent, it does also mean one other important thing – that you care. 
 
As time passed, I eventually got the hang of things; however, it wasn't until quite recently when I 
was in danger of losing my job that I realized just how much I loved this opportunity and my 
students that come with it. It was the first time I thought about what would happen to my 
students if I was no longer their tutor. How long would it take for them to get a new tutor? Who 
would be their new tutor? Would that tutor know that Oscar learns best through repetition and 
games? Or that Esteban is most productive when his lessons are made into a competition? And 
Nevaeh, who just lost her last tutor in October, will she think she is doing something wrong? I 
realized how much I had learned about each of my students. I knew their strengths and 
weaknesses, their likes and dislikes, and I could recognize an off day when I saw it. For the first 
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time, I realized just what it meant to be a child's tutor.  
 
Like parents, SPARK tutors play many different roles: Mentor, teacher, drill sergeant, circus 
clown, and counselor are just a few of the many hats we wear. While you will always see us in 
our fancy blue shirts and vests, rest assured there is always some invisible hat we are wearing; 
one our child needs that day. I am thankful that SPARK and AmeriCorps have given me the 
opportunity to experience what it means to be a child's tutor.  
 
Amber is currently a junior at UW-Milwaukee on track to graduate in 2017 with a Bachelor’s 
degree in Science Education. Teaching has always been a passion of hers and science a 
personal, important value. She looks forward to helping mold the next generation of curious 
minds to have fun, ask questions, and enjoy learning. 
 

 

INSPIRATION LEADS TO SUCCESS 
Cassandra Benfield 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Alexander Mitchell Integrated Arts School 

4th U.S. Congressional District  
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

Change, Improve, Make Strides 
Inspiring and Enriching 

Opportunities 
 

I came into my SPARK experience hoping to make an impact, so my students will be able to 
take advantage of future opportunities in their lives. SPARK is my first experience working with 
kids in an academic setting and I had positive expectations. From the moment I knew I was 
given this opportunity through SPARK, I was very excited to meet the students I was going to 
tutor, as well as my coworkers. Over the last six months, I have worked hard to help my 
students improve their literacy skills. In particular, one of my kindergarten students came into 
SPARK with a low reading level, but she showed excitement and a great desire for learning. I 
fed off her energy and tried to make every lesson exciting so her desire to learn remained. She 
has now mastered all of her sight words, among many other skills and progressed into leveled 
reading books. I make sure she feels proud of what she has accomplished.  
 
In addition to the academic aspect, it never occurred to me I could make a difference in a 
student’s life outside of SPARK. During a SPARK family event, a mom of one of my students 
approached me and told me she can see a difference in her daughter not only in the increase in 
her love for reading, but in her social personality as well. The mom informed me watching her 
daughter interact with me in such an outgoing manner is not a way her daughter usually 
socializes, but it is clear that her time working with me in SPARK has helped her feel more 
comfortable interacting with others. 
 
Through both of these meaningful experiences, as well as so many others, I have realized that 
the impact I have on students can be obtained through different avenues. Working and 
interacting with my students, the other SPARK students, the tutors, and the rest of the students 
and teachers at Mitchell, has been inspiring and enriching to me as a person and as an aspiring 
educator. I have impacted my students and they have impacted me in the same manner. I have 
needed to make changes and improve in so many different ways in order to make sure every 
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student is getting what he/she needs from their SPARK experience. This opportunity to work 
with young scholars has also been a personal confirmation that becoming a teacher is truly, 
what I want to accomplish. SPARK has been an eye-opening experience for me in terms of 
what students need personally and academically, and for what I want to accomplish as an 
educator.  
 
Cassie is a recent graduate from the UW-Madison with a BA in Sociology. She is currently a 
student at UW-Milwaukee and is pursuing a Middle Childhood/Early Adolescence teaching 
certification, as well as a Master’s degree in Curriculum and Instruction. She has had a desire to 
work with children for as long as she can remember and has finally figured out that being in 
education, with the ability to make a difference, is the place for her. 

 

 

SPARK Annual Reflection 
Julian Dowdy 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Alexander Mitchell Integrated Arts School 

4th U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

SPARK has provided me the opportunity to do what I love doing, working with kids, in a setting 
that is purely academic. I currently work with kids in an afterschool program and I already 
established a connection with many children through physical activities, but never have I had an 
opportunity such as the one SPARK has granted me. Assisting young children with improving 
their ability to read has opened my eyes to a new appreciation for education in our society 
today. Most of the time, education is something that is forced upon children, which can result in 
a negative association towards learning for some, but SPARK gives students the opportunity to 
learn in a fun, productive manner. 

 
A couple of my SPARK students suffer from various learning disabilities. Whether they struggle 
to focus, sit still, or even read characters and symbols in the proper order, I’ve seen SPARK 
give way to a type of learning that can encourage those types of students to work hard no 
matter the struggles they face. A SPARK student of mine named Josiah is a good example of 
one of those students who struggles in the classroom because his focus is hindered by the 
effects of Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD). Every time I go to pick up Josiah, his teacher usually 
has some disappointing information regarding his struggle to complete writing and reading 
assignments regularly without throwing fits and being disruptive. Despite the negligent behavior 
Josiah has developed towards learning in the classroom, every day he comes down to SPARK 
with the best attitude toward learning the same material he struggles to complete in class. His 
ADD makes focusing extremely difficult for him, but even with the many redirections or 
reinforcements, Josiah has still progressed to the point of receiving high “independent” scores 
on running records. Early in the year Josiah struggled to complete a book above a “frustrational” 
level. But with his recent success in SPARK, Josiah has gained the confidence to at least 
attempt each book or writing task with hopes of completing it, instead of complaining or shutting 
down. 
  
SPARK is a great example of a program that could potentially shift the learning paradigm as we 
know it—from a generalized teaching format to more individualistic, hands on, have fun 
approach. If programs like SPARK were to spread deeper into the schools grade levels, or even 
take on more subjects like math, we as a society could see an increase in the amount of 
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appreciation towards learning, as well as an increase in learning efficiency and test scores for 
our youth. Before SPARK, my view of education in America was a little pessimistic and 
unsupportive, given the lack of concern towards making students want to learn instead of having 
to learn. After serving for AmeriCorps and working with SPARK, I now have a new perception of 
education in America and what its potential could be if more schools utilized the amazing 
structure SPARK provides for learning literacy.  

 
Julian is in his first year serving with AmeriCorps as a SPARK Early Literacy tutor. He attended 
high school at Marquette University High School and completed some college at UW-
Milwaukee. He currently works with CLC at Alexander Mitchell Integrated Arts School, as a 
Sport, Fitness and Recreation Coordinator. He loves working with kids in a stress free 
environment, and he hopes to pursue a career similar to the work he does with children now.  

 

 

My SPARK Experience 
Alicia Thomas 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 

Alexander Mitchell Integrated Arts School 
4th U.S. Congressional District  

State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

During my service with the SPARK program at Mitchell Elementary School, I have had the 
chance to get to know and work with seven amazing, smart and hardworking children, as well 
as a great team of people who are dedicated, knowledgeable and also amazing. Working with 
these children, I have enjoyed learning how they each learn differently, and getting to know how 
each one is unique. Each child has his/her own personal strengths and weaknesses: Anaya can 
sound out difficult words independently; Crystal is very determined, and keeps reading even 
when she gets stuck on unfamiliar words; Julisa is excellent at identifying differences and 
similarities in sounds; Aidaelis reads quickly and always tries to pronounce all the words; 
Marcos knows how to break down big words into smaller ones to help figure them out; Isabella 
has a great memory, and Nuriel is always ready to try and give an answer, even if he isn’t sure. 
 
With each of my students, I learn something new about how to tutor, and hopefully, how I can 
better help them and other children. I also feel immense pride in being able to use my own 
skills, knowledge and previous experience to help build and create the best learning 
environment for each of my students. Having ways to push each student to think more critically, 
be more creative and stay focused so he/she can improve their skills, keeps inspiring me to also 
work hard to be able to keep providing these opportunities for them.  
 
Working with each of my students, I am constantly reminded of the importance of words: how 
difficult they are to understand, the meanings they carry, and the ways they can be used. I see 
each of my students struggle and eventually conquer the challenges that words present. I see 
them develop their own use of words, and it inspires me to push my own understanding and use 
of words to express myself, my surroundings and my thoughts, just as my students do.  
 
When I think of the acronym for our program, SPARK, I think about the meaning of one word. 
How many things can it mean? How many ways can it be used? How can one SPARK?  
 

Spark a difference. 
Make a change. 
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Start a transformation. 
 

Set off a new beginning. 
Trigger a chain reaction. 
Excite a movement. 
 

Stir up a feeling. 
Provoke a thought. 
Kindle an idea. 
 

Glow, gleam, glitter. 
Flash and flicker. 
 

Radiate. Dazzle. Twinkle. 
Shimmer and Sparkle. 
 

Blaze. 
Flare. 
Flash. 
 

Spark. 
 
Alicia is currently a student at UW-Milwaukee pursuing a degree in Social Work. In addition to 
her time with SPARK, she also works with children on the Autism Spectrum. After graduating, 
she hopes to find a career helping children who struggle in any area of learning to find the 
resources to succeed.  
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Reflection 

Lucero Gonzalez 
SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 

Rogers Street Academy 
4th U.S. Congressional District 

State Assembly District 8 
State Senate District 3 

 
I have found that a lot happens to you when you work surrounded by kids all day. It’s exciting, 
interesting, and fun. Every half an hour increment I have to work with a kid one-on-one makes a 
difference, whether the kids actually feel as though they are learning or not. I think that was one 
of the main reasons why I decided to become a SPARK tutor for a second year; the excitement 
and rewards that come with this job. It's all there when I work with kids. I wouldn't want to spend 
my time doing anything else. I'm more reassured than ever that I want to pursue a career in 
education.  
 
Lucero is a second year UW-Milwaukee student and a second-year SPARK tutor. 
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Each Day is a New Beginning 

Debora J. Owens 
SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 

Sherman Multicultural Arts School 
4th U.S. Congressional District 

State Assembly District 17 
State Senate District 6 

 
My name is Debora J. Owens; I have been a SPARK tutor for three semesters. I enjoy teaching 
children and seeing them grow through the knowledge that is given to them. I am a retired 
mother of two and I have two grandchildren, a grandson and a granddaughter. I am also a 
graduate/alum of Alverno College. My BA from Alverno is Communications/Computers; I went 
back but was unable to finish my master’s degree in Elementary & Early Childhood Education.  
 
I personally view all of my students as being special to me. Each day is a new beginning with 
them. They get excited when they learn something new while reading or doing a learning 
exercise; they all get excited when I come get them to come to the SPARK room. 
 
One of my students read a book entitled, “Foods from Around the World.” Her excitement was 
contagious while she read about the different foods people eat in different places such as Africa, 
Japan, and Italy, just to name a few. After we were done reading the book, I purchased some of 
the foods we talked about such as sushi, croissants and baklava just so the student could get a 
taste of some of the foods she had read about. It was fun for the both of us. I watched as she 
tried the different items that had unfamiliar tastes to her. I enjoy the experience I have had this 
school year with the children I tutor. 
 
Debora has been a SPARK tutor for three semesters. She has a BA from Alverno in 
Communications/Computers, and she also has graduate-level credits in Early Childhood 
Education. 
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SPARK Stars! 
Chloe Smith 

SPARK Early Literacy Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Sherman Multicultural Arts School 

4th U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 17 

State Senate District 6 
 

Super students, stars at school! 

Puzzles, pairing and playing is cool!  

Amazing aids will help us out. 

Ready? Read! Jump and shout! 

Kindness keeps the lesson going,  

Super SPARK, steady growing! 

Chloe is a graduate of UW-Whitewater and currently a fine artist and educator for Boys & Girls 
Clubs of Greater Milwaukee. 
 

 

Take a Chance 
Cassandra Sippel 

Art Advocate Program Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
4th U.S. Congressional District 

State Assembly District 16 
State Senate District 6 

 
Dream – Create – Sketch - Scrawl 
Art is expression - for yourself or an exhibition hall. 
 
Subject – Line – Composition - Perspective 
Every work of art can be affective. 
 
Draw – Paint – Express - Capture 
Throw yourself into works of rapture. 
 
View – Research – Practice - Learn 
Let your ideas start to churn. 
 
Sketch it out - Click the shutter 
Create more. Make another. 
 
Step out of the box - Color outside the lines 
Show off your own designs. 
 
Fine Art – Theater – Photography - Dance 
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Art is never wrong - just take a chance. 
 

Cassie has a BFA in Photography, Art History, and Writing from Cardinal Stritch University. She 
plans to continue to share her knowledge with young and old alike. 
 

 

Graduation Plus 
Alison Brown 

Graduation Plus College Coach Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Washington High School of Information Technology 

4th U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 

State Senate District 
 

  
ACT? Can you help me? 
Overwhelming change 
I can relate, the feelings are strange 
  
I see myself in each student. 
 Endings to beginnings 
my aim is to guide each 'loss' to winnings 
  
GPA? What can I say? 
I don't know if I can 
Let me work with you and make a game plan 
  
Could, Should, Would but how? 
I am a teacher and a pitcher 
throwing out support, motivation and guidance. 
  
Graduation Plus 
is my express bus 
to determination, activation and gratification 
  
College Coach? 
I am the new approach 
to providing college knowledge to all 

  
Alison earned her Bachelors of Science degree at Minnesota State University- Mankato in 
Anthropology. This is her first year with Graduation Plus at Washington High School of 
Information Technology. 
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Diplomas to Degrees 
Lauren Gilbert 

Graduation Plus College Coach Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Collegiate Academy 

4th US Congressional District 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

I can honestly say that serving as an AmeriCorps member through Boys & Girls Clubs has been 
my most challenging and purposeful job to this day. Walking into this opportunity I was excited 
to spread my knowledge about the college application process, and higher education. I walked 
into Milwaukee Collegiate Academy thinking that all the kids needed was the knowledge and a 
loving support system, and boom they were going to make it. But after talking with a couple of 
students, I learned that there are so many factors that go into students achieving a higher 
education, especially when students are struggling academically, financially, and emotionally in 
high school. I was humbled fairly quickly during my time as an AmeriCorps member. I heard 
several stories from the students that changed my views on the education system and on life in 
general. These students are resilient, ambitious individuals with stories to tell.  
 
One of my most challenging days was when a student asked me to help him fill out a job 
application, and after five minutes of talking to him, I realized that he could hardly read, write, or 
spell middle school words. I teared up, because I couldn’t believe that he had gotten to high 
school without mastering these skills. But I sucked it up and helped him fill out the application. It 
took us two hours to fill out a basic application, because I had to spell several words, and start 
the application over due to errors and mistakes. But I sat there with him and encouraged him to 
finish the application, because neither I, nor he, could give up on his success. He ended up 
sharing with me that he does not complete his homework, because he does not remember how 
to do it once he is away from class. He also told me that he gets frustrated very quickly, 
because he’s upset with himself that he cannot retain the information. I told him that from now 
on, we will sit down and go through his homework because I care about his education. He 
ended up returning to me, with his job training date confirmed. He hugged me and said “Thank 
you Miss. Lauren for not giving up on me. I got the job.” This will be a memorable experience for 
me for the rest of my life. This job taught me unconditional love and strength. I got the chance to 
love children that don’t know love from other adults, learn from students that are deemed 
unknowledgeable by others, and found a reason to continue my own education. I now know why 
I must complete my degree, and come back to be a teacher. I need the students, and they need 
me. Thank you, AmeriCorps and Boys & Girls Clubs for this priceless opportunity to learn and 
grow.  
 
Lauren is currently a junior at Marquette University, double majoring in Secondary Education, 
and Writing Intensive English. She hopes to become a high school English teacher, and share 
her passion for writing with her students as an outlet/voice to the world.  
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Mentor Love 
Courtney Houston 

Graduation Plus College Coach Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Destiny High School 

4th U.S. Congressional District  
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

Love is patient 
Love is kind 
Love is a direction 
We teach our students to find 
With love in our hearts 
Our students on our minds 
We lovingly direct  
All of our students 
Until they can find 
Themselves 
Their confidence 
And their drive 
And still then 
Love is patient 
Love is kind 
As they help us find  
Ourselves  
Our confidence 
And our drive 
Which is why  
Love is patient 
Love is kind 

 
Courtney is currently a student going for an English degree at Milwaukee Area Technical 

College. Courtney hopes to one day be a teacher. 
 

 

Reflection 
Anthony D Jackson 

Graduation Plus College Coach Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
North Division High School 

4th U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

Reflecting on my civic duties with AmeriCorps, I have been able to be hands-on in the process 
of helping high school juniors and seniors get prepared for their college experiences. I have also 
been able to gain more experience in the Graduation Plus Scholarship Program, finding 
financial resources for our Sponsor-a-Scholar members, so that they have funding for college. 
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While being a College Coach, I have learned how to teach members from our D2D Program 
manual (Diplomas to Degrees), to help them to understand what it would be like to be an actual 
college student and all the needs the have to be met before they begin their new chapter in life. 
 
This program inspires me to want to do more work and it also helps me to understand the 
seriousness of making sure that our members receive all the help and resources we have to 
offer, in order for them to succeed in all aspects of life.  

 
Anthony, who prefers to be called “Ajay,” is the Data Entry/Membership Coordinator for the 
Mary Ryan Boys & Girls Club, as well as an AmeriCorps College Coach for North Division High 
School. He has worked for the Clubs since June 2008 and has taken on several duties over the 
years. He started serving in AmeriCorps back in October 2014 and his mission was to help 
provide limitless opportunities and resources for high school juniors and seniors as they get 
ready for the next chapter in their lives—“The College Life.” 

 

 

The Incredible Leap 
Anthony D'Andre Leavy 

Graduation Plus College Coach Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
James Madison Academic Campus 

4th U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

Upon my arrival at James Madison Academic Campus, I heard nothing but bad reports about 
the students. I asked people around the City of Milwaukee how the kids were at James Madison 
Academic Campus because that is where I would be working. They all gave me the same 
response, “Good Luck with that!” Going into the school, I was a bit nervous because of all the 
negative things I had heard about the school. Once I began my work and I began to introduce 
myself to the students, they responded in a way I did not expect. They were the total opposite of 
what people were saying. Were they perfect? No, but they just wanted someone there who 
actually cared for them and had their best interests at heart.  
 
One student in particular changed my whole outlook of the school and the students that 
attended there. This young lady, who was an amazing track and field athlete, lacked the grades 
and ACT score to go to any college. She was receiving many offers from colleges around the 
country, but because she lacked grades and she didn’t receive the ACT score she needed, 
there were many colleges that didn’t recruit her. After sitting down with her, and stressing the 
importance of getting good grades and getting a good ACT score, she began to really buckle 
down and take her work more seriously. She expressed to me her goals and how important 
those were to her. I then explained to her how getting the proper grades and ACT score would 
benefit her and how those would ultimately help her reach her end goal. After this conversation, 
I made it an obligation that she check in with me once a week, to go over what steps she took to 
reach her goal. At the end of her first semester she had improved her grades from a 2.0 to a 
3.2, all because of the talks we had and the system I had set up for her. I was able to impact her 
in a way that no one else could because I had first-hand experience with this process. I ran 
track in high school and in college, so I was able to relate to her by sharing my experiences with 
her. After receiving this 3.2 GPA and the ACT score she needed, her phone did not stop ringing. 
She comes to me at the end of every day, letting me know which new school contacted her. 
Stories like these are the reason I am excited to go to work every day. Knowing that I have the 
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ability to make an impact on a young person’s life is all the reward I need! This experience 
shows me how these students are not bad, nor disrespectful, they just want someone there who 
cares for them and won’t give up on them. And that is why I am there!  
 
Anthony is a very social person, who loves to converse with members he doesn’t know 
because, he believes, this can open up doors for him in the future. He is a very respectful and 
ambitious young man. He has a passion for making an impact on this next generation because 
he was fortunate to have role models in his life, to help him become the young man he is today. 
He wants to have that same impact and be that role model to the next young person, so he/she 
can reach their full potential.  

 

 

Reflections 
George Olufosoye 

Graduation Plus College Coach Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Bradley Tech High School 

4th U.S. Congressional District  
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 
My AmeriCorps year gave me first-hand experience working in a non-profit, having volunteered 
my time and effort numerous times in different non-profits, both as a volunteer and intern. As an 
AmeriCorps member, I was given tasks and responsibilities that were important to the 
functioning of my site. I especially enjoyed the opportunity to mentor and tutor the students of 
the Gear Up Program at Bradley Tech High School. At the beginning of my service at Bradley 
Tech, the students were not very confident in their ability to do geometry, algebra, and 
trigonometry problems, but after a few weeks of working with them, I could see an improvement 
in their competence and confidence in those math subjects. I enjoyed seeing this growth in them 
and it was a great way to learn a lot of new skills and gain experiences that will eventually help 
me in moving forward in my career.  
 
George is a College Coach at Bradley Technical High School. Currently, George is pursuing a 
bachelor’s degree at Marquette University in Political Science and Supply Chain Management. 
He has the great ambition to develop quality, local clinics in the urban communities of the City of 
Milwaukee. 

 

 
Motivation 

Nury Plascencia  
Graduation Plus College Coach Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 

Saint Joan Antida High School  
4th US Congressional District 

State Assembly District 10 
State Senate District 4  

  
My experience as a college coach at Saint Joan Antida has been absolutely amazing. As a 
college coach at Saint Joan Antida High School, I find an extra push of motivation. I am also a 
recent alum of Saint Joan, therefore, many of the girls at the Club are those that I went to school 
with. I have loved reconnecting with old friends and teachers, as well as seeing all the different 
places the seniors are going. I like being a part of these students’ college journeys and giving 
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those tips and advice on how to enjoy college to the full potential. Some students have been 
hard to connect with, but when I do connect with them it makes the connection that much more 
worth it. I love my service and would love to see more girls be a part of the club.  

 
Nury is a sophomore at Mount Mary University. She is pursuing a major in Justice and a minor 
in Entrepreneurship. She is bilingual, speaking both Spanish and English. She has been with 
Boys & Girls Clubs since her sophomore year in high school.  

 

 

Reflection 
Diego Flores 

Environmental Education Coordinator Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
Camp Whitcomb/Mason 

5th US Congressional District 
State Assembly District 99 

State Senate District 33 
 

I started working for AmeriCorps in the fall of 2014. My time working with Camp 
Whitcomb/Mason as an AmeriCorps member has been truly amazing. I never would have 
imagined working for such an inspiring place, as well as the Boys & Girls Clubs. I wake up every 
day with a positive attitude because I know I have a great team of people I work with at Camp 
Whitcomb/Mason. Growing up in the City of Milwaukee I did not get to experience a lot of the 
things I teach here at camp. There are parks and playgrounds in Milwaukee, but out here there 
are new things to do every day. A new adventure every time I start to teach a new class.  
My journey started when I was 17 and came out to Camp Whitcomb/Mason as a student on a 
field trip with my high school, Grandview Alternative High School. We went to Camp for three 
days and two nights as a reward for being top in our class. I enjoyed every activity we did. I 
asked around to see if there was any way I could work out there, and I was able to talk to Steve 
Gross, who was working with our group. We chatted and he told me about the Leaders- In-
Training (L.I.T). I came back to Camp as an L.I.T in the summer of 2010 to see how much I 
would like it and if it would be something I could see myself doing as a job. I participated in 3 
months of Camp and stayed in what was called the “Mohawk,” with a bunch of eight year-olds 
and two male counselors. Aqua-man and Phonics were their Camp names. I learned a lot from 
those two, but I also learned a lot from a different program specialist at Camp. It was such a fun 
experience for me, and I did not get tired of it, so I came back in the summer of 2014 and 
worked as a Cabin Counselor. I was honored to receive what is called the “Order of the Spear,” 
which is an award of recognition for being outstanding in your position. I will always love seeing 
kids’ faces when fish get caught on the hook, because they have never been fishing before; or 
playing a good game of gaga ball with the kids. My favorite thing from Camp was seeing how 
much the kids loved being outdoors, because they do not usually get to be out in an open field 
playing all kinds of activities or going hiking on trails in the pine forest.  
 
One of my coworkers said, “Kids have seen the stars, but Camp gives the kids a chance to be in 
the stars.” This quote stood out to me because I think it is true. The stars to me can mean two 
different things. They could mean the stars in the sky or the “stars” in Camp, like the kids’ 
favorite Camp staff members. I want to thank AmeriCorps for giving me a great opportunity to 
be a part of a great thing. Long live Camp Whitcomb/Mason! 
 
Diego was born in Mexico and raised in the United States. He has lived in Milwaukee for most of 
his life. Diego is bilingual, speaking both Spanish and English. He graduated from Grandview 
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Alternative High School in 2012. He enjoys working outdoors at Camp because it gives him a 
chance to be himself. 
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College Possible Milwaukee 

College Possible makes college admission and success possible for low-income students 

through an intensive curriculum of coaching and support. We do this by providing: (1) 

Academic support through ACT/SAT test preparation; (2) College application assistance; (3) 

Financial aid consulting; (4) Guidance in the college transition; and, (5) Comprehensive 

support toward college degree completion. Through access to education, we are working to 

help low-income students break the cycle of poverty and create better futures for themselves 

and the community. 

 

Since our launch in Milwaukee in 2008, we have grown from serving 60 students in three 

high schools to serving nearly 700 students at 13 high schools this year. We are also 

supporting 800 college students who are attending over 300 colleges nationwide. 
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Heard It through the Grapevine 
Anschel Burk 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 
It was late morning on Monday when the phone rang. 
 
Our office is always filled with the hum of all three programs that share it: jazz covers of top 40’s 
hits playing from the Parent Coordinator’s desk, students constantly rotating in and out asking 
for field trip forms, scholarship help, or to interview for our program. And, of course, the phone, 
buzzing with the voices of parents asking questions about upcoming events. 
 
No one ever called about the College Possible seniors. 
 
So when I picked up the phone that morning and a college admissions counselor asked to talk 
to me, I was shocked. He asked to set up a visit at my high school, and I gladly said yes. 
 
Three days later, after setting up a table for him and finishing my office hours with students, I 
went and found him, because he told me he wanted to talk. 
 
He talked about how his college did not serve students of color in the way that it should, and 
how he was working to change that. He talked about how colleges aren’t serving low-income 
students in the way they need to, and how he is working to change that. Most of all, however, he 
talked about how much my work meant to him. How valuable it was to have an organization like 
ours that mentored students through the college application process. 
 
I often ask myself if there’s a way to truly tell that what we do makes a difference in AmeriCorps 
and in College Possible. It was late morning on Monday when the phone rang; and three days 
later, I had my answer.  
 
College Possible Senior Coach Anschel Burk graduated from Carleton College in June 2014 
with a degree in Sociology/Anthropology, Education, and Spanish. In college, he worked as a 
Spanish TA and swing dance instructor, and after this year, looks forward to many more years 
of teaching to come. 

 

 

My Second Family 
Jessica Butzman 
College Possible 

Milwaukee 
Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 

16th State Assembly District 
6th State Senate District 

 
It was the second week of school, and I still hadn’t met Alex. The other students were surprised 
that he wasn’t coming to session because last year he won an award for the highest 
attendance. Eventually he came to see me every once and a while, but we had no concrete 
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meeting time, nor did I feel like I was building any sort of relationship with Alex like I was with 
the other students. It was a very confusing situation because he would always email me to let 
me know that he was thinking about College Possible and wanted help with starting his college 
applications, but he hardly ever put in the effort to come see me. As the first semester went on, I 
continued to express my concerns with the school guidance counselor. In early December, I 
learned that Alex hadn’t been in school for almost two weeks and the deans were planning on 
making a visit to his home very soon. I was concerned about what may be going on at home to 
keep Alex from coming to school, but I knew that the school was handling it and that Alex would 
let me in when he felt comfortable. 
 
At the start of second semester, I met with Alex to talk about his poor attendance and lack of 
submitted college applications and how we were going to make a change. He told me that he 
was experiencing problems with his school, but didn’t go into much detail. He also told me that 
his grandfather had passed away during winter break, and now his grandmother was in the 
hospital. While I wasn’t happy to hear about the struggles he’d been going through, I was happy 
that Alex was finally opening up to me. It wasn’t until I was editing one of his college application 
essays that I realized just how much I meant to him. Alex talked about how even though he’s 
had a really rough senior year, College Possible has been there for him no matter what. He 
even said that he feels like it’s a second family and it’s the highlight of his day when he gets to 
do College Possible things.  
 
Sometimes it can feel like the students don’t appreciate everything you’re doing for them, but 
then I have to remind myself that they wouldn’t be showing up to sessions or constantly 
communicating with me if it didn’t matter to them. Alex’s essay wasn’t the first time that a 
student has showed me about how important my service is, but it was definitely a good reminder 
that what I’m doing for my students will have a huge impact on their future. I’m happy to have 
them as my second family as well. 
 
Jessica graduated from UW- Madison is May 2014 with a degree in Social Welfare. Jessica 
spent four of her five college years as a member of UW’s premiere female a cappella group, 
“Tangled Up In Blue.” Next fall, Jessica will be attending Edgewood College in Madison to 
receive her Elementary Education certificate.  
 

 

A Lifetime of Service 
Lauren Carson 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 
Never would I expect to be working at the high school my dad graduated from more than 20 
years ago. Growing up, I knew college was not a dream but a goal for me. My dad always 
wanted my siblings and me to have the best education; one day I asked the question to find out 
why this was. He wanted us to have the opportunity to go to college and have better 
opportunities than him. One day I asked him why he didn’t go to college. He said no one ever 
told him it was an option for him. Fast forward almost 30 years and now I am back in the high 
school he graduated from, encouraging a group of students in their pursuit of college and a 
better life.  
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Serving with College Possible has been a life changing experience for me. It has reassured me 
that a life of service is worth pursuing. I am challenged on a daily basis to be a better person, 
and I learn something new every day. My life has meaning because I know that I am impact 
future college graduates who are going to do great things in this world. There are days when I 
feel exhausted and just want to stay in the bed a little longer; however, on those days all I have 
to do is take a second to think about not only how I am changing lives but how my life is 
changing. I know I want to live a life of service because of how much joy it has brought. I know I 
am a better person for it, and for that, I am grateful.  
 
Lauren Carson is a first-generation college graduate from Milwaukee, Wisconsin. She 
graduated from Mount Mary University in 2012. She enjoys reading and spending time with 
family. 

 

 

Finding the Motivation 
Cindy Chang 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 
One of my students, Cedric, is an avid basketball player and was not very keen on attending our 
after school sessions because he wanted to play basketball. I talked to him constantly about 
how important session was and how important increasing his ACT score was toward his goals 
of attending college and obtaining a business degree; however, despite my best efforts, he still 
skipped session and prioritized his basketball practices. When he did come to session, he never 
stayed the whole time and would leave halfway through. The first two practice ACTs he took, his 
score stayed the same. He was a little disappointed that he hadn’t made any progress. We had 
a serious conversation about why his ACT score might not have improved and things he could 
do moving forward to help his score increase. Starting that week, Cedric started taking ACT 
practice problems home and coming to see me during lunches to learn ACT material and 
strategies. As a result, his score jumped by 2 points on his next practice test! Cedric was 
ecstatic, and I was really proud that all his hard work had paid off. He vowed to make a better 
effort to come to session, focus, and learn as much as he could before he took his real ACTs. 
This past week, Cedric came to session, was active and engaged the entire session, and was 
very motivated to learn as much as he possible could. Students like Cedric inspire me because 
they illustrate that today’s youth do have a hunger to learn and better their lives, and that with 
some direction and guidance they are definitely capable of accomplishing their goals. I have a 
renewed sense of hope and purpose and am confident that my work is making a difference. 
 
Cindy graduated from Whitman College in 2014, where she majored in biology. Cindy is 
currently serving with College Possible as a Junior Coach at Morse•Marshall High School and is 
planning to attend law school in the next few years.  
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Make a Difference Day 
Amanda Chase 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 
As the High School Community Partners team member for College Possible, one of my main 
tasks includes planning two community service events for our 700 high school students. The 
first volunteer event took place on Make a Difference Day on October 25, 2014. I started 
planning for this event right away in September at the beginning of my term. After researching 
volunteer opportunities and brainstorming with my supervisor and fellow Corps, we decided to 
do a food drive because of the great need in Milwaukee. We collaborated with Hunger Task 
Force. It was very easy to register our food drive with them. When asked for a goal for our food 
drive, I did not have an answer. I had no idea what our goal should be because this was our first 
food drive and I never weigh my groceries. We set our goal for 500 pounds of food because that 
is how much we needed to collect in order for Hunger Task Force to pick up the food. 
 
After some more planning, the big day finally arrived! It was a beautifully mild, sunny day! Over 
two hundred students participated in Make a Difference Day with College Possible. Students 
went door to door in neighborhoods around five of our partner high schools asking for non-
perishable food items. The students had a great time and enjoyed collecting food together! After 
collecting food, we loaded all of the food into a U-Haul and ate pizza together. There was so 
much food, I was speechless! I had no clue how much the food that was collected weighed but 
hoped we had at least met our goal. The students were dismissed. A few Corps and I went back 
to the College Possible office to unload the food since our pick up wasn’t scheduled until 
Monday. We formed a small assembly line winding down the stairs to unload the food. 
 
Monday came and two guys with Hunger Task Force came to pick up the food. They came into 
our office to see how much food there was and were instantly amazed. We helped load the 
truck with the food our students collected the past weekend. The next day, I received a call from 
the volunteer coordinator with Hunger Task Force. She called to thank us for the 3,400 pounds 
of food we collected during our food drive. She was so thankful and went on to explain how 
many families they would be able serve with the food we collected. College Possible was even 
featured on the local news and Hunger Task Force signboard! Make a Difference Day 2014 was 
a huge success, and I could not be prouder of what we achieved! 
 
Amanda Chase is the High School Community Partners team member for College Possible 
Milwaukee. This is her second year serving with College Possible and has greatly enjoyed the 
experience. 
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My Year of Growth 
Asia Connor 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District  
 
This year of service has been challenging, hard, and sometimes exhausting. With that being 
said, it’s one of the most rewarding things I have done in my life. Every text that I take, every 
call that I make, every email that I write, and every Facebook post that I make, I am directing a 
student towards their degree. I am connecting these students to resources that they might not 
know about. I love waking up every day knowing that I’m making a difference in someone’s life. 
Early on, one of my students was having a hard time adjusting to college; she was doing great 
academically but not socially. When I texted her, I could tell something was wrong with her, so I 
asked if I could call her. She didn’t want to be in school anymore. She was homesick, having 
roommate problems, and didn’t have many friends. I talked to her and calmed her down. I 
promised her it would get better. The next day she made a post about me saying I was right. 
Now she is doing an amazing job in school. Helping her gave me the confidence to feel like I 
can help all my students. This year has completely redirected my life. When I graduated, I had 
no idea what I wanted to do, but after serving I know I want a career working with college 
students. Next year I will be going to grad school for higher education. When I started this term 
of service I was kind of shy, didn’t speak up a lot, and constantly afraid of making mistake. I’m 
no longer shy, I found my voice, and I realize that making mistakes forces you to grow as a 
person because you learn from them. I’m forever thankful for this time of service. 
 
Asia was born and raised in Milwaukee. She graduated from the University of Wisconsin- 
Whitewater December 2013 and will be starting her master’s program in the fall. 
 

 

Stud Muffin 
Matt Cuozzo 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 
When I flipped through the information sheets I collected from my students at our first session, I 
came across Jerry’s paper, whose nickname was “Stud Muffin.” Jerry’s loquaciousness and 
charisma make him an absolute joy to have in my senior cohort; however, his hubris was really 
hurting him when it came to college applications. Jerry’s first four college applications were to 
the University of Minnesota, the University of Nebraska, Arizona State University, and Texas 
A&M University. With an ACT of a 14 and a GPA of a 2.5, I knew that these schools were 
reaches for him academically and financially. I did not want to tarnish my relationship with Jerry, 
so I let him apply to those schools with the promise that, after those schools, any out-of-state 
schools to which he applied would be private so that he would have a financially feasible option 
for going out of state. 
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One of those schools was McMurry University. Through some of my own research, I had 
suggested it to Jerry; it was out-of-state (coincidentally, near Jerry’s family in Texas), it had both 
a football and a track team, and the academic requirements were lower than his other 
universities. As I did for all my students, I sent an email to Jerry’s admissions counselor at 
McMurry requesting an interview on his behalf. Usually the counselor would contact me to set 
up the interview, but the day before winter break, Jerry came in to my room and told me that the 
McMurry counselor, Kim, had called him directly the evening before. 
 
When I asked Jerry how the conversation went, I was not only surprised, I was elated. Kim 
asked Jerry to tell him about himself, and he hit on several of his personal and academic 
interests without rambling. We had practiced this skill in our interviewing session a week or two 
before. Jerry conceded to Kim that although he obviously did poorly on the ACT all three times 
he took it, he does not feel that the test is an accurate reflection of his abilities. He said that if he 
were given a chance to prove himself, then McMurry would not be sorry. Kim then said that she 
had all of his application materials in front of her: Jerry’s resume and letter of circumstance, my 
recommendation, and the College Possible program profile. She asked him about his 
involvement in College Possible, and she asked him about me in my role as his Senior Coach. 
Jerry was able to tell her about his involvement in College Possible, the help he had from me, 
and how much help he would have throughout college. Jerry has since been accepted to 
McMurry University and Minnesota State University-Mankato, and he is currently considering 
both of these viable college options. It is because of Jerry’s future, and the future of other 
students who I will have the opportunity to serve, that I am assured that this position in this 
organization is where I can affect the most meaningful change. 
 
Matt Cuozzo is currently serving in his first term as an AmeriCorps member. Although he serves 
in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, he is a native of the Washington, D.C. Metro Area and a proud 
University of Maryland alumnus. In his free time, Matt enjoys playing volleyball, listening to 70s 
music, and mapping out his next international travel destination. 

 

 

Against the Odds 
Jessica Curlett 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 
At St Joan Antida High School, I have a group of girls with big personalities. There was one 
student however, who was quieter than all the rest. Ashley didn’t talk much, but she was a 
diligent worker. During application season we found her five fit schools, but we spent a longer 
amount of time working on her special circumstance essay. It was two pages long and 
discussed a lot of different things Ashley had to overcome in order to still be a senior on track to 
graduate. We spent nearly a half hour after session perfecting the essay together so it could be 
sent out that night. The next day, while making parent phone calls, I got in touch with Irene, 
Ashely’s mother. I told her that Ashley was doing well and had successfully applied to her first 
school, and first choice, Alverno College. To which her mother replied, “yeah, but do you think 
she’s going to actually get in? I mean, I believe in Ashley and all but her numbers are pretty 
low.” I began to explain how College Possible finds fit schools for our students and the 
relationships we have with many colleges. I told Irene that Ashley’s essay was wonderful and 
that schools were willing to look at what she’s been up against.  
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Unfortunately, we didn’t hear back from Alverno for a bit, but we did start receiving denials from 
other schools. Ashley’s grades started to slip and her attendance at sessions started to 
decrease. I kept reminding her that if she worked hard in class and showed an increase in her 
GPA that George Williams College was waiting to make a decision until those 7th semester 
grades came in. Finally, nearly five months and a lot of hard work later, Ashley was accepted to 
Alverno College with a merit scholarship. I was so proud and happy for her and glad to see her 
face and smile regularly at session again. The next week the counselor from George Williams 
College got in touch with me and told me that three of my girls had finally been admitted. One of 
them being Ashley, but he couldn’t reach her on the phone. That next day at session I told 
Ashley that we had to email Colton at GWU first thing. So we wrote the email together and went 
on with session. Suddenly, in the middle of workshop time, Ashely jumped back startled from 
her computer and her face started to turn red. “Ashley, what is it?” I asked already knowing the 
answer. “I got accepted.” Tears started to form in her eyes, “I don’t mean to cry, it’s just a really 
big deal.” After months of hard work, a lot of doubt, many applications, and many parent phone 
calls later, it’s easy to forget what all the hard work is about. It was the first time I’d seen an 
acceptance in person, and I couldn’t have said it better myself. College acceptance is a “big 
deal.”  
 
Jessica Curlett attended Dominican University of California and majored in English with a writing 
emphasis and minored in Religion. She is one of nine siblings in a large Italian-Irish Catholic 
Family.  

 

 

Student Teachers 
Anders Dzurak 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 
I have spent time in a variety of school settings in my short time as an educator. I helped out 
various teachers at the elementary, middle, and high school levels while studying education in 
college. After graduation, I was a substitute teacher for four different school districts. While 
these experiences have been valuable, none of them have been as meaningful as the 
experience I have had at Milwaukee’s Alexander Hamilton High School.  
 
I am a Junior Coach with College Possible, which means most of my time is spent thinking of 
ways to help students learn about the ACT. We cover everything from basic test-taking 
strategies to the specific content students can expect to see in each section of the test. 
Inherently, teaching the ACT is an uphill battle; students don’t enjoy preparing for a test after a 
full day of school; however, I have found that the struggle is more than worth it because the 
reward is seeing my students grow in a number of ways since the beginning of the year.  
 
Very few of my experiences in schools have included working with the same set of students for 
an extended period of time. Even my student-teaching practicum was only a 14-week 
placement. I honestly feel that the students I work alongside everyday have had a greater 
impact on me than I will ever have of them. I am a more patient and understanding person as a 
result of my regular interactions with the students in the junior and senior cohorts. I have 
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learned so much from these wonderful kids, and I can’t wait to see how the rest of my term of 
service will unfold in the coming months. 

 
Anders is a 2013 St. Olaf College graduate with a major in Social Studies Education. He is 
currently serving as a Junior Coach for College Possible Milwaukee at Hamilton High school. In 
his free time, he enjoys playing and coaching baseball. 

 

 

Never Thought 
Trenice Ferguson 
College Possible 

Milwaukee 
Wisconsin 4th Congressional District 

16th State Assembly District 
6th State Senate District 

 
From the high stress to the doubtfulness 
I somehow still made it through, 
My mom was no help and neither was dad 
But it somehow still came true. 
 
I got my degree on my own two feet 
And now I can help others, 
To the low income to the uncertain ones 
We change lives from one to another. 
 
Thinking of my past memories of life 
I wish I had some more guidance 
These students are just that lucky to hear 
The recruitment PA announcements 
 
Yes I know you’re fun sophomores 
Where the idea of college doesn’t fit 
But listen to me and you will truly see 
What do you have to lose but quit? 
 
But no one likes quitters. 
 
My dear sophomore, listen to my story for it is only true 
I didn’t think that I needed this program either, 
Until it was that moment that I never knew 
I think I caught the unknowing college fever. 
 
A fever of panic that lasted through my years 
Just to claim my senior gown, 
Trust me, you don’t want to have a fever with tears 
Because it will only bring you down. 
 
So get up and do something about it! 
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This is my time to show you all  
That now it is your time! 
Claim your life and do it right 
Just like my professor said, “Trenice, use the right side of your mind.” 
 
Sophomore, I see the potential you have 
And there is so much that we can do 
Gain support from me and the staff 
So come on a campus visit or two. 
 
I didn’t realize what impact I could make 
Just by setting up a trip to a college, 
But you see it’s more than just for looking sake 
It’s to see if you have that “I want that degree!” knowledge.  
 
A circle of life I see through my eyes 
As I lead a recruitment team 
It feels so good to see this sign 
I never thought that this would be my dream. 
 
Once upon a time, I was one of those sophomores who had a 4.0 and did not think ahead since 
I was fine on my own, academically. I hear the silent calls for help when they turn away the 
College Possible program. I am determined to change that. 
 
Trenice graduated from the Milwaukee Institute of Art and Design and is currently serving as the 
College Community Partners Team AmeriCorps member with College Possible. 
 

 

Time Machines to the Future 
Valerie Hagerstrom 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 

When I asked my students why they think it might be important to go on campus visits and 
tours, they responded with typical generic answers: “to see what the campus is like” or “to see if 
you like it or not.” I would elaborate on those answers and explain that these visits allow 
students to determine whether or not they can see themselves at this school, on this campus, 
with these people, etc. Visiting campuses also is important because many students have a 
notion or opinion of a school in their minds for one reason or another; however, until they are 
physically on the campus, they do not have a true opinion or idea of the school. These visits 
allow them to experience the reality of the school. Some students visit the school of their 
dreams and then realize certain aspects or characteristics or even the feel of the school that 
they do not like and that school was not a fit for them; however, the best stories from campus 
visits are those that have made a new and positive impression on students. For some of my 
students, it has been like pulling teeth to get them on particular campus visits due to 
presumptions about the school, “they let anyone into that school” “that school is way too small” 
“that school is in the middle of nowhere.” 
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Despite the struggle to get them to agree and show up for these visits, these have been the 
happiest stories. Midway through the day on a few different Saturdays throughout the year, I 
have gotten many exclamation-mark-filled text messages from students. “This school is 
awesome!! I’m definitely applying here!!!” “This school is perfect for me!!! They have everything I 
want!!” Many students fell in love with schools they regarded with disgust prior to the visits. Not 
only did this get them excited about the school, this lit a fire for them in getting to where they 
wanted to be in the future. In the sessions and weeks to follow these successful visits I saw a 
renewed energy and interest in my students. It was as though the barrier had been broken and 
they could now genuinely see themselves going to college and on that campus in particular. For 
this reason, I think of campus visits as time machines because they allow students to visit their 
future lives and see a glimpse of what is to come.  
 
Valerie Hagerstrom is from De Pere, Wisconsin. She graduated last spring from the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison with a double major in Spanish and International Studies. In her spare 
time, she enjoys being outside as well as trying new restaurants and foods.  
 

 

Getting Back in the Game 
Brittany Hartl 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 
I first met Beanca when she came to the College Possible office in the fall. She had texted me 
out of the blue one day that she was determined to get back to school, and within the week she 
was at my desk discussing what her next steps were. Due to financial reasons she would not be 
able to enroll until the next fall, so we went through the ways she could save in the meantime 
and places she could look for work. Beanca left feeling like she had a plan and was on her way.  
 
I didn’t hear from Beanca much over the next few months; she had found a full-time job and said 
she still had school on her mind, but it was becoming increasingly difficult for her to imagine 
leaving her position and giving up that income. My concern for her grew. We talked about the 
importance of her returning to school and how she needs to prioritize her education. When I 
checked in a few weeks later, I was delighted to find she had submitted her FAFSA and had 
plans to apply to Mount Mary University. She seemed to be on track and finally taking action. 
 
Less than a week later, I received a discouraging message from Beanca. She did not complete 
her Mount Mary application. She felt that she had no clear direction and that she felt like a 
failure before she had even begun. I immediately scheduled a time for her to come in and chat 
with me. When she met me at our office, she let out all of her insecurities and concerns – that 
she would not be successful or that she would be unhappy at the next school (like she had been 
at her last one). After listening to her express her worries, I told Beanca what she really needed 
to hear – that yes, it will be difficult to get back in the habit of studying, taking tests, doing 
homework. And yes, it will be a lot of work. But above all, that she could handle it all and excel. 
That even if she didn’t exactly know what her direction was now, college would help her figure 
out her path. That the most important thing is to take that leap and go back to school and have 
confidence that she will be successful.  
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After two hours of deep discussion and planning for the next steps, Beanca left with more 
confidence and understanding of how she will be successful at this next school. She is now 
working again on her application to Mount Mary University, as well as at least one other school. 
Beanca has always known how much a college degree would do for her – she just needed 
someone in her corner to cheer her on and to remind her that once she’s back in the game, 
she’ll be unstoppable.  

 
Brittany graduated from Marquette University with degrees in Psychology, Communication 
Studies, and Spanish. After serving with College Possible for a year as the Development VISTA, 
she returned to serve a second year as a College Coach. Brittany hopes to continue working 
with college students on some level after her term has ended. 
 

 
“Helping People” 

Kelly Michel 
College Possible 

Milwaukee 
Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 

16th State Assembly District 
6th State Senate District 

 
The majority of my life has been about bettering myself and my experience in this world. 
Throughout high school it was all about staying on task for graduation and building a strong 
college application. In college, it was all about getting ready for my career, whatever that might 
be. I wanted to be a high school math teacher because I liked math and liked “helping people.” 
The whole notion of “helping people” was always something I subconsciously used as a way to 
build my confidence and ego. 
 
When I started at College Possible, I was in the same mindset I had been in forever. I was 
ready to pull Milwaukee out of a pit and be a hero. Well, that didn’t happen, and it won’t. My 
experience with AmeriCorps has put me in a completely different frame of mind about service. 
It’s not about “saving” someone or performing good deeds. Service is about doing what’s right 
and doing it whole-heartedly; not about building a resume or an ego. I always wanted to “help 
people” but never realized what that meant for me. It’s clear to me now that my life will be 
devoted to service in some way or another. It’s no longer about me but of my community and 
environment. 
 
Kelly is from Lakeland, Minnesota and an alumna of UW-Eau Claire with a BA in Psychology. 
Kelly served with Minnesota Math Corps, an AmeriCorps program before College Possible. 
After that, she began my AmeriCorps term with College Possible at St. Joan Antida High School 
and Milwaukee Collegiate Academy. 
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Passing the Torch 
Betsy Mueller 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 
College Possible students face many challenges in their journey to earn a bachelor’s degree. All 
of them come from low-income families. Many of them will be the first in their families to go to 
college. As their coach, I work to help my 36 students overcome the obstacles these situations 
can present, but even smaller obstacles that they face could put their dreams of going to college 
in jeopardy. The school I serve in is slowly transitioning toward a college-going culture; 
however, for many of the adults in charge, people who should be role models, the idea of 
students from our high school going to college is a joke.  
 
One chilly Saturday morning, I met two students at school where they were about to take the 
SAT. I had brought their tickets, complete with photos, because they didn't have access to a 
printer. When I walked past the security guard, he glanced at the papers in my hand and asked 
"Who got arrested?" I was dumbfounded that he thought two top students were photographed 
because of a crime he assumed they had committed rather than for test security.  
 
In a similar vein, when I asked Donovan's football coach if he could spare him from practice 
once a week to work on college applications, the coach laughed in my face. He told me kids like 
Donovan don't go to college and that his time was better spent on the field. Unfortunately, the 
football team didn't win any games this year. Donovan, however, finished all of his applications 
and has started to receive acceptance letters.  
 
The way my students persevere through all of these challenges, both big and small, is inspiring, 
but with the time and effort they spend navigating these obstacles, I know they could be 
accomplishing so much more. In the future, I hope that the work my students have put in will 
make it easier for their families and others in their communities to follow the same path.  

 
Betsy is currently serving her second term of AmeriCorps service with College Possible. She 
has spent the last two years working with 36 students at Morse•Marshall High School in 
Milwaukee. Next year, she plans to attend graduate school to pursue a master’s degree in 
public policy. 
 

 

Defining Excellence 
Megan Nasberg 
College Possible 

Milwaukee 
Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 

16th State Assembly District  
6th State Senate District  

 
Daviantae is a student that most people have overlooked. All his life, he has been the goofy kid 
who dances a lot and doesn’t pay attention in class like he should. I even had a teacher tell me 
that he is rude, disrespectful, and a waste of my time. Upon meeting Daviantae for the first time, 
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I could tell he was trying to be “cool” and act like College Possible wasn’t important to him. 
Despite this, he was always in session, came to every practice ACT, and attended many 
campus visits. My favorite moments, however, are when Daviantae comes to see me during the 
day. He has shared with me his dreams of becoming an actor, and one-on-one we have worked 
more intentionally on areas that he struggles with on the ACT. Daviantae, as of today, has gone 
from an 11 on his baseline ACT to a 16 on his third practice test. Had I taken the mindset of the 
teachers who come in daily contact with Daviantae, I don’t believe we would have the 
connection that we do and I don’t believe his success would be as great. Daviantae is just a 
teenager who was looking for someone to believe in him. 
 
Megan Nasberg is an alumna of the University of Wisconsin–La Crosse where she majored in 
Psychology and minored in At-Risk Child & Youth Care. She is currently a Junior Coach with 
College Possible at Milwaukee School of Languages and the Hmong American Peace 
Academy. Her favorite food is sushi, and she is legally blind in both eyes! 
 

 

ACT Struggles and Giving Back 
Daesy Plascencia 
College Possible 

Milwaukee 
Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 

16th State Assembly District 
6th State Senate District 

 
It was time for the first round of family engagement, and I was looking forward to informing our 
student’s parents of the work their students would be doing this school year with College 
Possible. I called Simon Warren’s dad. As I was talking to him about the ACT and how we were 
going to be preparing for the test on April 18, he started telling me about his own ACT 
experience. He told me that the first time that he took the test he scored a 26, and that he was 
expecting to see his son to do better than him on this test. At the time of this phone call I had 
not seen a test score from Simon, so I did not know what his test scores were going to be 
looking like. I was quite excited to see Simon’s first score.  
 
As I was looking at all of my student’s score, I saw an 8 composite score. When I paired the 
score with a student’s name, it was Simon’s. Simon had been coming to my office very excited 
every day after his test to find out what his score was. He had heard his dad talk so much about 
his 26 ACT score that he was confident that he had gotten a better score than him. When I 
finally told Simon the news about his ACT score, he was extremely upset. He was not sure how 
he was going to tell his dad about this score. Simon did not want his dad to be disappointed. He 
opted not to tell his dad about his test, but he promised me that he was going to go up on his 
next practice test.  
 
When I received the scores from the next test I saw that he had scored an 18. I was super 
excited to inform him about his new score. When I told him about his score, he couldn’t believe 
it. The excitement in his face was priceless. I asked him if he was going to tell his dad about this 
score and he said that he wasn’t going to tell his dad about any score until he was in the 
twenties. The last test score that I have received from Simon was a 20. Every single time, I am 
more and more impressed about his persistence to get a higher score than his dad. Seeing all 
of the improvement that he has had on the ACT makes me so overjoyed. I cannot wait to see 
what his score will look like from his April 18th test. I know that he will put all of his effort on that 
test and the results will be great.  



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

 
Daesy is a College Possible Junior Coach at Riverside University High School. She has always 
lived in the Milwaukee Area and was part of College Possible when she was a high school 
student.  
 

 

Am I Accepted? 
Isela Ramirez 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 
Waiting to receive that first college acceptance letter is definitely an exciting, nerve-wracking 
and memorable time for any student, but it was especially memorable for Selene. After week 
after week of being in constant communication with Silver Lake College and being told to send 
material after material, she was told to wait about two weeks for a response. 
 
During those two weeks, Selene came into my office every day and worked on everything from 
completing her FAFSA to applying for scholarships. After what seemed like the longest two 
weeks, and practicing what to say to the admissions counselor, Selene built up the courage to 
call Silver Lake’s Admissions office to check on the status of her application. Selene was only 
on the phone for a couple of seconds before hanging up. For that reason, I thought the news 
couldn’t have had been good, but it turns out that her assigned admissions counselor wasn’t in 
the office the rest of the week. Now we had to wait until the following week to call again. It was 
obvious to see Selene’s disappointment, but I assured her that waiting a couple more days is 
not a big deal, especially after already waiting two weeks. 
 
That following Monday morning I woke up to texts from Selene asking what time I was going to 
get to Hamilton High School so she can come in and we can call Silver Lake together again. 
Once Selene built up the courage, she called Silver Lake, asked to get transferred to her 
admissions counselor, introduced herself, and told the counselor her reasoning for calling. After 
a couple of minutes of her being on the phone, she finally hangs up the phone and just sat 
quietly in my office. Based on her reaction, I instantly thought it meant she wasn’t accepted to 
Silver Lake. But to my surprise, Selene was accepted to Silver Lake and was invited to 
Accepted Student day on campus. Selene was so excited that she had finally been accepted 
and will be attending college in the fall, a definite dream come true for her. 

 
Isela graduated from Alverno College in December of 2012 and is now in her second term of 
service with College Possible as the Senior Coach at Hamilton High School, the high school 
which she graduated from in 2007.  
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Connections 
Jessica Rardin 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 
As all AmeriCorps members know, making connections is important in order to be successful at 
what you are doing. I have been really lucky to have a lot of supporters of College Possible at 
South Division High School, which allows me to serve my students in the best way possible. In 
my first year at South, I was hesitant to take the lead in talking with administrators, teachers or 
staff members; however, as the first year came to a close and I readied myself for a second 
year, I knew that I had to reach out to others in the building. I made sure to let everyone know 
how excited I was to be back for a second year and to continue working with my 34 amazing 
students. Coming back in the fall was much easier because I knew I had people that believed in 
College Possible and the possibilities of our students as much as I did. Having these 
connections with the guidance counselors, school secretaries, and teachers made it easier to 
get things done and introduce the new coach at school around. I am so thankful for all of the 
support that my students have at school to aid them to stay on track to not only graduate, but to 
go on to college. Collaborating with the parent engagement office, City Year, and the 
Community Learning Centers program has allowed my students to focus on their future and 
showed me how power allies, and the message of service to others, really makes College 
Possible so successful at what we do. I will always treasure my two years with College Possible 
because of my amazing students and the strength that I have found working at South Division 
High School. 

 
Jessica Rardin attended Beloit College where she studied Education/Youth Studies and 
Spanish. After graduating from Beloit, Jessica went on to serve two terms of AmeriCorps 
service with College Possible Milwaukee at South Division High School. Her favorite parts of 
serving with College Possible are the relationships that she has built with her students and the 
school.  

 

 

Hummingbird 

Karah Reid 
College Possible 

Milwaukee 
Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 

16th State Assembly District 
6th State Senate District 

 
Through the struggles and the strife, 
through the laughter and the tears, 
there has been a great leap in my life, 
one that has rid me of my many fears. 
 
I stumbled upon this grand chance, 
without knowing what it truly would entail, 
but as time has passed all has enhanced, 
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from the core throughout to every detail. 
 
From the beginning, she was as fleeting as a snowflake. She appeared only twice in the 
beginning of the year, but then she was gone in the wing beat of a hummingbird. I thought I 
would never be able to get her to show for session after the numerous times of persisting. I 
wondered what was happening; I wondered why she wasn’t attending. Was it me? Was it 
something that I had done? I pondered these thoughts as I sought her through the months to 
come but just as her attendance in session had been sparse it was digressing in school as well. 
I knew that after so many weeks had passed that anymore time would be crucial. I feared I was 
officially going to see a student plummet from having reached the skies to treading water back 
to the shore. 
 
Winter break had passed and connections with students were vital during these times. The ACT 
deadline was coming up quick and without having gotten in solid contact with my student, I was 
concerned what would unravel. Alas, I was able to get a hold of her mother on the phone. She 
explained to me that her daughter was going through a difficult time. She had a bun in the oven 
and she was three months along the way. Her mother told me that her daughter was adamant to 
keep her academics up and that she would be at school. The following week, I sought her out. I 
was able to find her and despite my worries, she poured out her situation to me. I knew she was 
looking for a shoulder to lean on, for someone to understand and help her through. Every week 
we are able to get in contact with one another and talk. She knows I’m there for her not only to 
help her get to a successful place but also as a shoulder to lean on when the goings get tough. 
 
Ernesiha, the little hummingbird, wasn’t the only one that grew from this experience. I know that 
I am doing something here, something beneficial to the people of Milwaukee and the 
generations to come. To this day it is proven to never give up hope, that the harder you try the 
more likely there will be turnarounds in life. I’m now able to stand before a crowd with a broad 
smile and laugh. My kindness and empathy beams in every conversation that I have. Most of all, 
I’m no longer afraid to face the challenges ahead to serve this world. 
 
At the beginning, Karah dove into the art world and attended The Art Institute of Wisconsin. She 
thought it was the place for her due to her animated and jovial personality; however, Karah 
wanted to give more to the world and her community. After receiving her Bachelor of Arts, she 
was told about College Possible and couldn’t be more grateful for the journey. 
 

 

ACT Struggles 
Amanda Smit 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 
It was the first round of family engagement, and I was excited to talk to a parent of a student I 
just added into College Possible. This student was super excited to finally be part of the 
program, and she wanted me to tell her mom that she got into the program.  
 
I was able to talk to her mom at parent-teacher conferences the next day. This student’s mom 
was over-joyed by the news I gave her about her daughter joining College Possible. She asked 
many questions, and when all was said and done, she could not believe that her daughter was 
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going to get to be in such a fantastic program. Since then the mother has been involved and 
willing to do whatever it takes to keep her daughter on top of what she needs to do.  
 
Due to this experience, I have learned about the joy and encouragement that College Possible 
brings into families’ homes that would not otherwise get this opportunity for college prep. It has 
opened my eyes to how much a little bit of work can help a student and their family. 
 
Amanda comes from a very small town about an hour north-west of Milwaukee. She lived there 
for most of her life and knew that she needed to move to a bigger city. Amanda chose University 
of Wisconsin-Milwaukee for college, and is currently a Junior Coach with College Possible 
Milwaukee at Milwaukee High School of the Arts. 

 

 

Second Chances 
Chris Stewart 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 
One of the most difficult but rewarding parts of being a College Coach with College Possible is 
helping the unenrolled students we work with get back into school. Over the course of the last 
year, I have had the opportunity to help many of these students get back into college and get a 
second chance to follow their dreams. Working with my students in these situations has made 
me feel like I have truly been making a difference for them. I know that a lot of my students are 
capable of getting through college by themselves, and sometimes feel like I am being more of a 
bother than anything. Being able to help some of my students get back into school and succeed 
at a level that they had not reached before makes me feel like the work that I am doing is 
making a difference for them, and allows me to see the day to day impact that the work that 
College Possible does, has on the students that we work with. Knowing that the extra effort that 
I put into my term of service can make this much of a difference for the students that we work 
with motivates me to do everything that I can to support my students and keep pushing them to 
be everything they can be.  
 
Chris graduated from Marquette University with a degree in Political Science and History and a 
minor in Theology. He grew up in the Milwaukee area, and he’s very excited that College 
Possible gave me the chance to give back to the city he grew up in. 

 

 

And Then... 
Shannon Strombom 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 
One arrest. One expulsion. One early graduation (and college applications completed in under 
month). More than a few intensely personal family complications. And multiple suspensions. 
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The common thread? Exceptional challenges in the life of a College Possible Junior Coach. 
One might point out that all of these circumstances seem to be anything but positive. To these 
individuals I would respond, yes, they are very trying and in many cases, heart-wrenching. But I 
would also tell them that, above all, these situations have been educational and in that way 
much more inspirational than expected.  
 
Prior to beginning my term of service, I never viewed myself as someone dedicated to any 
particular cause. What I knew of social issues came from news reports and the opinions of 
those around me. I cared about and believed in the potential for change, but I can’t claim to 
have been personally invested in making such change happen; however, since joining the 
College Possible corps and personally witnessing prevalent social concerns and the educational 
and cultural systems that encourage them, my outlook has shifted. For many of my students, 
their daily life is defined by the ways in which society works against them – widespread 
application of lax course and graduation requirements, advice that encourages a future path far 
from their best interests, violence in school, unequal distribution of disciplinary action, and 
authorities in their lives telling them it’s likely they’ll amount to very little, among countless 
others. Hearing their stories, combined with the personal connections that form out of proximity, 
make the stories I could only imagine before so much more tangible. It’s nearly impossible not 
to become passionate about a cause when students you know and care about face unthinkable 
struggles. I have been frustrated this year. I’ve been irrationally excited. I’ve felt proud. I’ve felt 
accomplished. I’ve felt stuck, and I’ve felt angry when I want to do something about a situation 
but first have to knock down strong barriers to get things done. But most of all, I’ve started to 
truly care and understand the necessity for service and the change it creates.  
 
I have always heard that service changes your life, and if I’m being perfectly honest, I never 
believed it. And then College Possible happened. 
  
Shannon went to Lawrence University in Appleton, Wisconsin and majored in psychology. She 
currently is serving with College Possible as a Junior Coach at Pulaski High School in 
Milwaukee. Travelling is her passion, and she’s been to 23 countries so far. 

 

 

My Biggest Critic 
Holly Wickham 

College Possible 
Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 

It wasn’t long into the fall before I’d found the biggest critic in my session room. No matter what I 
said concerning deadlines, college essays, or application requirements, Hawa came back at me 
with three more questions concerning the validity of my statements. As a nervous new 
AmeriCorps member who hadn’t stood in front of a group of high schoolers since high school, I 
felt like someone had tossed a Lernaean Hydra into my classroom. If ever I didn’t know an 
answer, she sighed and rolled her eyes to let me know just how unimpressed she was. She kept 
me on my toes and pushed me to learn the material I was teaching inside and out, so I would be 
able to answer her inevitable questions.  
 
I soon figured out that Hawa questioned things for a reason. As a Kenyan refugee, English was 
her fourth language. The oldest child in her single-parent family, she was the one who helped 



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

translate job applications for her mother, she was the one who filed for food stamps, and she 
was the first to receive any sort of formal education. She will be the first to graduate college. 
Hawa therefore had to make sure she understood everything thoroughly because she was the 
only one she could rely on. She had to learn to self-advocate from a very young age, and it’s for 
this reason that she is in the top 5% of her class at Riverside University High School.  
 
Every day after school, I can count on seeing Hawa in my session room even though twice a 
week is all that is required of our students. Now, however, I’m ready for her slew of questions, 
and it’s been a long time since she’s rolled her eyes at me, unless of course it’s at one of my 
jokes. Since this fall, Hawa has earned admissions letters from several excellent schools. More 
impressive is that every time I turn around, Hawa has written a new scholarship essay for me to 
edit. As of right now, Hawa has applied for twenty-three scholarships and is working on more. 
She won the Grace Scholarship at Mount Mary University, which covers 85% of her tuition, but 
still she keeps working.  
 
Seeing how hard she works and how much she and her family value education is a constant 
reminder of why I choose to serve with College Possible. I’m glad Hawa pushed me to work 
twice as hard to prepare for session and become the best coach I could be. Students like Hawa 
deserve to have someone with them in the fight for their education. 

 
Holly, originally from Florida, went to Carleton College in Minnesota, where she majored in 
Cinema and Media Studies and concentrated in Educational Studies. She works on farms in the 
summers and enjoys going outside in her free time. 
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Partners for After School Success 
AmeriCorps 

 
Partners for After School Success (PASS) is a collaborative, multi-site program between the 

Dane County Department of Human Services and host site agencies that provide youth 

development programming throughout rural and urban Dane County, Wisconsin. 

 

PASS responds to the Education Corps call to service by placing AmeriCorps members at 

host sites in predominantly low-income or resource scarce communities. The goal of PASS is 

to enhance the academic achievement and school engagement of middle and high school 

youth through positive relationships and the following member activities: 

 Literacy tutoring and academic support 

 Youth development after school programming that promotes school engagement, 

social and life skills 

 Youth engagement in community service and volunteer opportunities 

 

PASS is committed to providing members with challenging opportunities for professional 

development. 

 

When asked, “What’s PASS?”  

Answer: “PASS is a multi-site AmeriCorps program that enhances youth academic 

achievement through tutoring, youth development programming and community service.” 
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WHY AM I HERE?! 
Wesley Beck 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Thomas Jefferson Middle School 
2nd U.S. Congressional District 

State Assembly District 78 
State Senate District 26 

 
“You ain’t none of my Momma!” “I ain’t got to listen to you listen you,” “Fu.. you,” are just some 
of the words of disrespect that I hear fall from the mouths of these precious children. Sometimes 
it can be a bit disheartening to see the behaviors that I see and I think “Why I’m I here?”  
 
It used to be a fear, an anger, a worry that came with the thought of work. I’m worried about the 
behaviors that I might face, I fear my reaction to those behaviors, I’m angry that I committed 
myself to this for a year. But here it is year two of my service and I’m still here, why?! But this 
question is rhetorical because I know my purpose for being here. 
 
I am not here for me; I have been called to be something bigger than myself for these students. 
But how can I do my job well when I’m fearful or angry or worried? Great Question…I can’t. I 
had to realize the power that I have been equipped with and that power is LOVE. I cannot, and I 
will not know success the way that I can know success on my job without involving Love… it’s 
my source; My spiritually minded folks reading this know what Love is synonymous to. 
 
So Love is what I have been equipped with and it is that Love that has allowed me to enjoy what 
I do. I come to work ready to plant seeds of encouragement, seeds of obedience, seeds of 
acceptance, seeds of prosperity, seeds of kindness… there are so many seeds that I plant that I 
can’t list them all. And anyone that has every planted any type of seed knows that there is a 
process involved…seed—time—harvest. Sometimes I get tempting with frustration when I see a 
student acting against a seed that I have planted. But when you plant a seed it grows down first 
in order to establish a root. If you keep that seed exposed to the proper amount of light, if the 
soil is right, make sure it’s nourished and watered, it will produce fruit. And that, ladies and 
gentlemen, is why I’m here, to make sure that the seeds that I have planted stay nourished.  
 
Wesley Beck is a second term PASS AmeriCorps member. He is interested in the way that 
people think and how that way of thinking affects their behaviors and quality of life either for the 
good of the bad. He is looking forward to going back to school after his AmeriCorps term. 
 

 

Seeing Again 
Mollie A. Cahill 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Ray F. Sennett Middle School, Madison WI 

U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 

Sometimes I wish I could go back to my undergraduate alma-mater and say to the newest crop 
of Adolescent Education majors – who are battling the crippling anxiety of meeting the rigorous 
New York State Educator Certification Requirements – and tell them, “If you do anything after 
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you graduate, work with youth outside of the classroom. Get to know what it’s like to be twelve 
years old and be in school again. If you do that, you’ll remember why you’re choosing to teach.” 
 
PASS AmeriCorps was not my first experience working with youth. My final semester of 
undergrad was spent student teaching back home in New York. I spent eight weeks in a 
working-class district teaching high school and another eight weeks working in an affluent 
middle school. Through both experiences, I was dealing with the stress of completing the newly 
implemented edTPA – Teacher Performance Assessment – and other certification exams while 
also making sure that I completed program requirements, prepared students for standardized 
testing and learned the Common Core Standards verbatim. My semester working with youth felt 
more like a semester of working with my laptop.  
 
I wondered if I could possibly spend the rest of my professional life putting kids in boxes with 
standards and assessments while crushing my own spirit in the process. I was forced to focus 
on making sure it all looked right on the papers that I had to send to the mustache-twirling bad 
guys at Pearson Vue© testing to judge me by rather than focusing on those that matter most: 
the kids! 
 
With only that experience under my belt, I was uncertain about whether I wanted to teach 
anymore. I spent nearly twenty weeks living with the pressure of getting it right for myself, and I 
thought that perhaps, I couldn’t live with that. Like there were more papers than young people, 
like the job wasn’t what I thought it would be. 
 
That was before PASS AmeriCorps. 
 
In PASS, I’ve had six months to get to know my students as people in a way that I couldn’t when 
I student-taught. I’ve gotten to work with them to improve their literacy over the course of the 
semester. I’ve been able to experience young people and their academic experiences in an 
authentic and realistic way – not the artificial, pressurized can about to burst like my student 
teaching experience was -- and I remembered why I chose this field in the first place. Youth 
have so much to offer the future. Youth workers must work to mold those offerings – not hinder 
them – and give said youth the tools to use their skills effectively. It’s a straight-forward goal and 
it’s the one I’ve always approached my career with. I almost lost sight of that, but because of my 
work with PASS, it’s once again at the forefront of my professional mind. A real school, a real 
job, real relationships with real students. For this, I will always credit my AmeriCorps 
experience. Thanks, AmeriCorps, for helping me see again. 

 
Mollie Cahill is a native of the Hudson Valley area in the state of New York where she received 
her Bachelor of Arts in Adolescent Education – English and her Theatre Arts minor. She is a 
prospective educator working, living and learning in Madison, Wisconsin. Theatre-geek, book-
lover, advocate for underrepresented peoples and youth, Mollie can’t wait to follow the path her 
career takes her on.  
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Not What I Expected 
Kallie Collins 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Vera Court Neighborhood Center 

U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 
AmeriCorps is not what I expected. 
I thought I was here to teach and influence, 
To use my experience to help guide youth. 
And here I am, learning more from these kids every day. 
 
The days are not always good. 
Sometimes, they don’t even come close. 
But the ones that are, 
Those are the ones that keep my motivation alive. 

 
Kallie Collins is a first year PASS member from Columbus, Ohio. She graduated from The Ohio 
State University in 2013 and moved to Madison, WI in the summer of 2014. She plans to attend 
Graduate School in the near future. 
 

 

Expectations 
Courtney Dunn 

PASS AmeriCorps 
James C. Wright Middle School  
2nd U.S. Congressional District 

State Assembly District 77 
State Senate District 26 

 
To start, I want to share an excerpt from Multiplication is for White People: Raising Expectations 
for Other People's Children by Lisa Delpit.  
 
She describes volunteers like me as, "young, often well-meaning white people who have been 
told that they are the best and brightest and that they are the saviors of black children. Most 
inevitably fail because they haven't the training or experience to navigate such unfamiliar 
territory successfully; nor are they taught to learn with humility from parents or from veteran 
African American and other teachers who know the children and communities in which they 
teach. Others burn out quickly from carrying the weight of salvation that has been piled upon 
their young shoulders." 
 
I have never disagreed more with such an intelligent woman and author whose books I love. I 
have never considered myself or thrived to be a savior of black children. And I certainly have not 
and will not fail at what I was asked to do as a PASS AmeriCorps. 
 
If anything, all the children I have had the pleasure of getting to know have saved me.  
With their spirit, boldness, honesty, and energy.  
 
Failure implies no impact on an individual life you touched as an AmeriCorps member.  
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Well, Lisa, I may experience burnout from time to time, but the relationships I have developed 
and memories I have made are what bring me back. I have actually never been more proud of 
anything I have accomplished in my whole life. And to think this was as simple as daily 
conversations, reading together, and recreational activities? 
 
I will admit humility was a learned skill this year because, yes, I have been told and inherently 
believe that I am the best and brightest, as are all amazing individuals that dedicated a year of 
their life to the wellbeing of the youth of America. I have struggled with learning from the adults 
already present in the lives of these children, but the more I open my mind and humble myself, 
the more I see how much they have to offer. 
 
The one thing I believe I offer more than most of them, however, is faith and expectation. I have 
taken for granted all my life how high the expectations were for me. And until now, I never 
understood how someone could not understand the potential of a young person. But I see it so 
often here. Low expectations of these students are killing their potential.  
 
How do you make a child have faith in themselves and hold themselves to high expectations 
when no one else is?  
 
You have to be that person that tells them, over and over and over until they believe it.  
You are smart. You can do it. You can be anything you want to be.  
 
High expectations drive of us young, optimistic, well-intentioned people and it can drive the 
youth of America too whether they are black, Latino, low-income, or anything else. 

 
Courtney graduated in May 2014 from the State University of New York at Geneseo with a 
degree in Communication and Sociology. Coming from Long Island, New York, she was 
unprepared for the freezing winter but got through it with the warmth of the PASS community 
and her amazing new friends. 

 

 

Strengths and Weaknesses 
Meri Rose Ekberg  
PASS AmeriCorps 

Goodman Community Center  
U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 

For most of my life, when I set my mind to something, I typically excelled at it…until I decided to 
try youth work. I hold myself to high expectations, and in the past this pushed me to succeed in 
every job I had, class I took or presentation I gave. When I was young I avoided anything I was 
not good at in order to escape feelings of inadequacy, and this process of aversion shaped my 
academic career and most of my adult life. After completing my master’s degree in 
contemporary art history, I decided to push myself out of my comfort zone and try working with 
middle school youth. Having never spent any time with kids, or even spoken to one since I was 
their age, I had no idea what I was in for. The beginning was hard, a lot harder than I expected. 
Being introverted and highly critical (of myself and others), the kids who attend our center 
quickly developed an idea of me as the mean staff member. Trying to help them be their best, I 
often came across as controlling and lacking in empathy. When I did not immediately do well 
with the youth I was hoping to serve, I became frustrated and saddened by what I perceived as 
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failure, further deteriorating my ability to develop good relationships with them. The skills I had 
spent so long cultivating in school suddenly appeared useless in helping me relate to young 
minds. I thrive on independent projects, planning, implementing, organizing and strategizing. 
Talking and relating to kids was like being dropped into a far-off country and trying to speak a 
new language. But also just like learning a language, youth work takes practice, and practice 
takes time. Six-months into my term, I have learned to try my best and forget the rest. I have 
come to accept the oft-repeated advice to “pick your battles” and rather than feeling as though I 
need to change my personality to do my job well, I have learned to recognize my strengths and 
weaknesses, and those of my co-workers. Where I may fail, someone else may excel, and 
together we are a very successful team. With the months that have passed I am now able to 
see that I have made a difference, and that this job has made a difference in me.  
 
Meri Rose is an artist, curator and writer and enjoys spending time outdoors with her two border 
collies. She recently completed a MA in Modern and Contemporary Art History, Theory and 
Criticism at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, and following PASS will pursue an MA in 
Library and Information Science at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 
 

 

Setting the Bar High 
Bonnie Erickson 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Madison, WI 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 
A second term, another year to serve, mentor youth, 
and facilitate employment. 
 
Building skills in conflict resolution, cultural competency, 
and positive youth development. 
 
Strengthening relationships with families, school staff 
and community centers. 
 
Improving my ability 
to be an effective mentor. 

 
Bonnie Erickson is serving in her second term of AmeriCorps at Common Wealth, where she 
leads employment and financial literacy trainings and mentors high school youth through 4-
month job placements. Bonnie is an experienced youth worker and a graduate of University of 
Wisconsin- La Crosse with a Bachelor of Science in Community Health Education.  
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What Doesn't Kill You 
James Russell "Russ" Faulkner 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Spring Harbor Middle School 
2nd Congressional District 
State Assembly District 77 

State Senate District 22 
 
I love my kids. They are my greatest joy and my biggest heartache.  
 
"In the end we are always rewarded for our good will, our patience, fair-mindedness and 
gentleness with what is strange." – Friedrich Nietzsche 
 
Originally from Mississippi, Russ moved North in search of his Emma Goldman and Jack Frost. 
He succeeded. 
 

 

My Impact 
Joey Foote  

PASS AmeriCorps 
Kennedy Heights Community Center 

2Nd U.S Congressional District 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26  
 

I had been looking for an opportunity to play a part in my community, when a friend 
recommended considering a term of service for the AmeriCorps. I’ve always wanted to be a 
teacher and figured this would be a great opportunity to test myself. I had almost no experience 
working with kids and wanted to see if I could work well with them before fully committing myself 
to becoming a teacher. Obviously the PASS program was a great opportunity to do so while 
also serving my community. I was feeling inspired and ready to embark on a new chapter of my 
life. 
 
I knew this would be a difficult year with many obstacles and challenges, but I don’t think I was 
prepared for how much of a test it was going to be. Luckily, with lots of support and guidance 
from mentors and peers, I have persevered. Not only have I made it through the struggles of 
this year so far, I’ve even been able to make a positive impact on at least one of my student’s 
lives. This student’s English teacher, who is brand new to teaching this semester, asked for my 
advice on this student. She had been having a difficult time with him in class and in getting him 
to complete his work. She mentioned how well he seemed to work with me and wanted my 
advice on how to better reach this particular student. I was flattered, to say the least, and was 
happy to pass along whatever advice I could. I also took it upon myself to talk to the student, 
who I had developed a good relationship with at this point, and a few weeks later she mentioned 
how much better things had gotten with him. He was much more respectful in class and was 
even completing assignments, a big improvement. It felt great to pass on my advice to this 
teacher and at the same time let me know that the work that I’m doing is having an impact. 
 
In the beginning, I felt like I was making more mistakes than I was actually doing things correctly 
until that day. I realized that I am actually having an impact and that the work I’m doing is good, 
whether I can see it directly or not.  
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Joey Foote enjoys the outdoors and music, especially when they are combined. He’s also a dog 
lover. He moved to Madison, WI after completing his undergraduate degree at the University of 
Oklahoma and has lived there for a little over two years. Although he loves Madison, he plans 
on returning to the University of Oklahoma in the spring to pursue a master’s degree in 
educational studies. 
 

 

Youth Work 101 
Tressa Franzmeier 
PASS AmeriCorps 

Lussier Community Education Center 
2nd U.S. Congressional District 

State Assembly District 78 
State Senate District 26 

 
Youth work is a lot of things. Over the past six months of service as a PASS AmeriCorps 
member, I have come to the conclusion that perhaps the most succinct description I could use 
to describe youth work is organized chaos. I have not yet discovered the key to building perfect 
relationships with youth; however, I have had a few basic realizations.  
 
This may come as a shock to you, but I’m a human. What? Yeah, it was surprising to me too. I 
have limits and weaknesses and I make mistakes. I think I went into the year thinking I was 
Superwoman. I’m not. But that’s ok because I’ve found that in authentic relationships, it’s 
incredibly important to be vulnerable and humble when we make mistakes. In the mayhem of 
guiding a group of youth in a particular direction, I’ve not been perfect. I’ve found myself 
apologizing to students several times. I think that it’s important for middle school students to 
have adults in their lives that acknowledge their mistakes and seek change.  
 
I’ve learned to be cognizant of the fact that middle school students experience a significant 
amount of change on a regular basis. Sometimes it seems like my relationships with the youth I 
encounter are so dynamic and fluid that they’re hard to be prepared for. Every day presents 
something new. Particularly with the students I tutor during the school day. I’ve been challenged 
to face each encounter with openness instead of trying to predict how it will go and then being 
thrown when things move in another direction.  
 
Another thing I’ve recognized in the past six months of service is that youth work requires a boat 
load of patience. Yes, a boat load. I never realized how impatient I was until I started working 
with youth. It’s not the little things, like repeating myself 73 times or waiting to get their attention, 
that make me most impatient. What I am most eager for is to see the fruit of the work we do in 
our community centers and schools. I get restless because I want to see results. What can I 
say? I’m a scientist at heart and I really like measurable things. I’ve had to remind myself that 
the most significant, life changing things that have happened in my life have not been things that 
can be measured. They’ve been relationships and experiences that stretch and challenge me.  
 
May we grow to appreciate and embrace the organized chaos that comprises life on this earth.  
 
Tressa is a first year AmeriCorps member and a graduate of the University of Wisconsin – 
Madison with a degree in Horticulture. After her year of service with AmeriCorps, she plans to 
pursue a career in Fruit Crop Entomology.  
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Rest in Power 
Harry Gilbert 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Lussier Community Education Center (LCEC) 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
78th Wisconsin State Assembly District 

26th Wisconsin State Senate District 
 
I write this reflection in the days following the murder of Tony Robinson. I wonder what it means 
to be a volunteer with AmeriCorps, a civil society program ultimately supported by the United 
States government, as I bear witness to and mourn the losses from state violence. The many 
answers that have arrived, have only served to disturb me.  
 
Harry is a member of the high school after school program at the Lussier Community Education 
Center. 
 

 

Growing Minds 
Adam Glaub 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Whitehorse Middle School 

US Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 

Organized Chaos 
All is fun and all is safe 
Growing minds are great 

 
Adam Glaub is a 22 year old from Michigan. This is Adam’s second year in PASS serving at 
Whitehorse Middle School. Adam likes to spend his free time being active outdoors no matter 
the season. 
 

 

Smile on my face 
Nancy Gomez 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Vera Court Neighborhood Center 

U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 
I wasn’t sure what to expect when I applied for PASS, all I knew was that I had known past 
members that loved their experiences, and I also knew that working with kids was something 
worth doing for a year. After a couple months of working at Vera Court I realized that I was 
waking up in the mornings ready and excited to see my kids. To get the chance to interact with 
the students was a privilege, and I wanted to enjoy every day of it. I wish I could give you just 
one story that “changed” my life. But that is not true, I can’t give you just one moment or 
experience. Every day I was able to see kids grow, challenge themselves and learn. And I will 
be taking those amazing moments and skills I have gained with me, everywhere I go.  
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Everything I have done with PASS, has challenged my personal and career goals. Although I 
started this PASS journey not sure if working with kids was what I was meant to do, I know now 
that it is what I enjoy to do. Not sure where in life I will end up, working with kids to help them 
develop as leaders will be my drive for now and in the near future.  
 

Nancy graduated from UW-Madison with a Bachelors of Science in Human Development and 
Family Studies. She hopes to continue working on improving the lives of diverse community 
members within the Madison area.  
 

 

I Cried on the #14 Bus the Other Day 
Tyler (TJ) Grawien 
PASS AmeriCorps 

Lussier Community Education Center (LCEC) 
2nd U.S. Congressional District 

78th State Assembly District 
26th State Senate District 

 
I cried on the #14 bus the other day. 

I was on my way from the Lussier Community Education Center to my second job that I work at 
nights in order to make extra money, and was about 65 hours into my ~80 hour work week split 
between these two jobs. Not sobbing – just a couple restrained tears. I was exhausted. I had 
been sick for what felt like a month. My car had broken down the week before, and was going to 
cost a month’s pay to fix. I had been working so much that I had not seen my friends for weeks. 
My students kept skipping out on the private tutor I set up for them on Saturdays. 
 

I cried on the #14 bus the other day. 
Earlier that day Myeisha and Cierra told me that I am their favorite adult in the school. They can 
trust me. My tutoring sessions are the perfect mix of fun and learning, they say. Dalshay told me 
he loves me like a brother sometimes for talking to him about life and girls, and hates me like a 
brother sometimes for making him revise his short answer written responses.  
 

I cried on the #14 bus the other day. 
Ariana apologized for having missed some days of after-school programming after hugging me 
and telling me she missed me so much when she was gone. Theron and Semaj got into 
Common Wealth with my recommendation. Dashanna told me that sometimes I play too much, 
but that this makes her happy. Selena threatened me with bodily harm if I did not return for a 
second year with AmeriCorps at Lussier to see her through her senior year.  
 

I cried on the #14 bus the other day. 
I couldn’t remember how tired I was. I forgot about my bank account. I was no longer frustrated 
with the students who missed Saturday tutoring. I didn’t even notice the congestion in my head. 
These are not the reasons I cried on the #14 bus. I cried because the sacrifices I have made are 
paying off each day. I cried because my students keep reminding me that what I am doing is 
making a difference in their lives. They prove to me that they have the capacity for compassion 
and success, and it is this that moves me to tears.  
 

I cried on the #14 bus the other day. 
I have no idea where I will be a couple years from now, but these kids assure me every day that 
I am exactly where I am supposed to be. I am grateful to be a part of the PASS program, and I 
would not have my AmeriCorps experience any other way.  
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I cried on the #14 bus the other day. 
 

Tyler is a first year PASS member. He graduated from the University of Wisconsin – Madison 
with a degree in biological psychology and pre-medicine, and plans to attend medical school 
within the next couple of years. 
 

 

Moments That Count 
John Hunter 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Bridge Lake Point Waunona Neighborhood Center 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 77 

State Senate District 26 
 
As I look back at the past 6 months, what stands out most are the moments that really helped 
me bond with our students. Sometimes these moments are important one-on-one conversations 
with a student. In October, one 8th grade boy told me about a short story he was writing. I was 
quite interested in his writing, and frequently asked him how the story was progressing. He has 
become much friendlier with me since then, and now he updates me on the story without me 
even having to ask. Occasionally, students will come up and ask me if we can talk about 
something private. These conversations almost always serve as good bonding experiences. 
  
Other times, group discussions help us all understand each other better. We have had 
discussions about bullying, civil rights, and service projects. The teens generally get more 
involved than I expected, making me think about things I had not even considered before. While 
discussing bullying, I learned that almost all of the boys had been on both ends of bullying. They 
really opened up about their experiences, and I think knowing they all had been bullied at some 
point helped them grow closer together. 
  
Just as often, though, these bonding moments involve me being really bad at something. In the 
first week of our teen program, we went sailing on Lake Mendota. I ended up in a boat with one 
instructor and three teens. While one of the teens was steering, the boom swung across the 
boat and hit me in the head. This of course caused much laughter from the kids in the boat, but 
it also helped them feel more comfortable around me when I laughed at my own mistake. In 
January and February, we went cross-country skiing on Tuesdays. As I predicted, I am terrible 
at skiing. It was really cool to see the kids improve each week and really start to enjoy it. They 
also enjoyed laughing every time I fell, miserably failing to make it down even the slightest 
slope. I will avoid talking about all my attempts at dancing, but needless to say the kids find 
humor in that as well. 
 
John Hunter is a second term AmeriCorps member at Bridge Lake Point Waunona 
Neighborhood Center in Madison, WI. He previously served as an AmeriCorps VISTA member 
with Habitat for Humanity of Wisconsin. 
  



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

AmeriCorps Word Cloud 
Molly Jones 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Common Wealth Development 
2nd U.S. Congressional District 

State Assembly District 76 
State Senate District 26 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Molly is a second-term PASS AmeriCorps member at Common Wealth where she facilitates 
youth employment and financial literacy trainings and mentors high school aged youth through 
4-months of a job placement. She will continue grow as a youth work professional and will be 
attending graduate school at the University of Wisconsin–Madison in the Fall of 2015 to pursue 
a Master’s in Social Work. Molly plans to combine her love of youth work and experiential 
education in her future social work career. 
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From Orange County to Dane County 
Lauren Kelly 

PASS AmeriCorps 
McFarland Youth Center 

U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 47 

State Senate District 16 
 
From 2003-2007, I spent my Tuesday nights with the characters of FOX’s new drama, “The 
O.C.,” in which a defense attorney adopts a troubled boy and he must adjust to life in a wealthy 
suburban neighborhood. I have always wanted to help others and make the world a better place 
and throughout the years have found myself drawn to others who have struggled in life. Last 
year, I left my lucrative corporate fashion job to pursue my passion of teaching yoga full-time. 
Prior to accepting a position with PASS AmeriCorps, I believed my calling was to be a yoga 
instructor and that teaching and practicing yoga was the most life-changing experience I would 
ever have but I was wrong. Through yoga I have met some of the most wonderful people and 
gotten a glimpse into the lives of my students of all different backgrounds. But PASS has 
allowed me to connect with students on a deeper level, especially troubled youth. This is the 
only commitment I have ever had where I feel like I am actually making a difference and 
changing people’s lives for the better. I have slowly been working to incorporate yoga into my 
students’ lives and using it as a positive coping mechanism for youth struggling with domestic 
violence, sexual abuse, anxiety and depression. I have seen multiple students who struggle with 
trust issues gradually open up to me and let me into their lives. After PASS, I plan to continue 
teaching yoga and serve as a mentor for troubled youth while pursuing a graduate degree in 
Counseling Psychology.  
 
Lauren Kelly is a first year PASS member and certified yoga instructor. Originally from 
Milwaukee, she earned her BA in Communication from UW- Madison in 2011 and has worked in 
the business, healthcare and tourism industries. When she is not at work, Lauren 
enjoys traveling to new places and experiencing local events, including Art Gallery Night in 
Milwaukee's Third Ward and the Parade of Homes, sponsored by Metropolitan Builder's 
Association. 
 

 

Conflict Creates Energy; Energy Creates Growth 
Brittany LaBorde 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Meadowood Neighborhood Center 

U.S. Congressional District: Wisconsin 2nd Congressional District 
State Assembly District: 78th State Assembly District 

State Senate District: 26th State Senate District 
 

As a second term PASS AmeriCorps member I have learned more than I could have thought 
possible. I have risen to tasks that others have balked at and have excelled. I have also faced 
numerous conflicts that have forced me to grow and develop, not only as a youth worker, but as 
a person. As I reflect on the past year and a half I am forced to reflect on my first encounter with 
AmeriCorps. 
 
I was deep into my search for jobs. It was the summer after graduation from the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison and I was determined to find employment that would not only be relevant to 
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what I studied, but would also prepare me for the path to graduate school. It was pure chance 
that I stumbled upon the service opportunity listing for AmeriCorps. The description sounded 
ideal and so I applied without a second thought, totally oblivious to the journey that waited. Over 
the first year I experienced behaviors and people who pushed my patience to the very limit. I 
was called upon to make decisions that I had never before made and dealt with consequences 
that shook my resolve and tested my faith in myself; however, despite the hurdles I came out of 
the first year ready to begin another.  
 
This year with AmeriCorps has been one of the most fruitful of my life. I have developed abilities 
that related to all manners of conflict resolution, grown in my confidence by leaps and bounds, 
and have learned to be truly flexible and ready for whatever life sends my way. The first few 
months of my second term started in much the same way as the first; however, this time we 
were all preparing for our biggest change, moving. In January we finally were able to move into 
the building next door and that has been one of the greatest successes of my time with 
AmeriCorps. With the move we were able to expand our programming, offer longer hours, 
provide more for adult participants, and even have time dedicated to high school students so 
that they were no longer outside causing issues and harassing neighborhood security patrol.  
 
Overall, the time I have spent with AmeriCorps has been some of the best and most rewarding. 
I am grateful for everything I learned and all the experience I gained. I would absolutely 
recommend AmeriCorps as a career option for anyone aspiring to work with youth and families.  
 
Brittany is a 2nd term PASS AmeriCorps member who loves art, dancing, and writing fantasy 
stories. She moved from Virginia to study at the University of Wisconsin–Madison and will be 
returning to her alma mater for graduate school to become a counselor. 
 

 

Life Anew 
Lori Ladwig 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Verona Area High School 

U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 80 

State Senate District 27 
 
Through this seemingly long life you wander 
Unsure of what is ahead 
Yet in the reticent soul you ponder 
Of passions so widespread 
Seeking inwardly to discern 
This life that was created 
Overcoming moments of concern 
Developing into an individual so elated 
 
Through which change can be produced 
Only due to such foundation 
Seeing injustices reduced 
Altering the future narration 
Of what is seen and what is heard 
All the lies which have been blurred 
Now is the moment to pursue 
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The vision of life anew 
 

Lori Ladwig is serving her second term as a PASS AmeriCorps member at Verona Area High 
School. Her experiences over the past two years have transformed the way she interacts with 
the community around her. She enjoys being active and trying new things!  
 

 

Progress 
Brianna Laux 

PASS AmeriCorps  
Elver Park Neighborhood Center 
2nd U.S. Congressional District 

76th State Assembly District 
26th State Senate District 

 

I have always known that I have wanted to work in social services in one way or another. When 
I began AmeriCorps serving in an after school setting I wasn’t sure how much of a positive 
effect I could have in the lives of youth. It’s a question I still ask myself at times, but when I 
reflect on what the Center and the teens were like when I began, the positive changes are much 
clearer to me. 
 
When I first joined, the teens often resisted any structure or routine. Homework time was (and 
always will be to some extent) a struggle and participation in clubs was lacking. As I became 
more comfortable enforcing the rules and the teens learned that there is a schedule we are 
attempting to follow, structure slowly grew. One boy with a traumatic brain injury who often had 
outbursts during the summer and sequestered himself to the computer lab without talking to 
many people, has slowly started to write stories for homework time, participate in club activities 
on occasion, and give hugs to me and my fellow AmeriCorps member almost daily. 
  
Most important to me and what I hope has the most effect on the teens are the relationships that 
we have formed with one another this year. When teens feel comfortable enough to share 
personal things about their lives or issues they are facing without my asking, I know the 
relationship is strong, trusting, and respectful. Through these relationships I hope that I am 
giving them support that is helpful and I strive for them to find confidence in themselves. 
  
What I have to continually remind myself is that changes in youth work are slow and gradual 
and that even the small victories in the day can add up to a positive lasting change in the lives 
of the youths I work with, and in myself. 
 

Brianna Laux is a Madison native who enjoys cats, cooking, travelling, and learning about 
different cultures. 
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#YouthLivesMatter 
Antoine Love 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Goodman Community Center 

2nd Congressional District 
76th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 

Death at high rates, though. 
In A system of numbers 
Their Value is low 
 
That’s My Haiku. Bullets fill black chests like magazines do. JET black PEOPLE don’t fully 
understand their ESSENCE is too short of LIFE, but I’m writing this Just For Teens. When Tony 
Robinson was a part of the Goodman Center he was Just fourteen. Probably, knew everything 
just like our teens and probably, couldn’t give a second thought about the civil rights movement, 
protests, or marches. Not knowing the inevitable extinguishing of his light would be the spark 
that ignites a larger flame. Fire has to be fed or it dies. These teens need fuel or they die. Just. 
Weekly. These teens read weakly. Die just so these magazines might as well be pointless 
movie scenes the way the “peace keepers” empty clips in Reel TIME, Magazines judge based 
off the front cover. Explaining to students that when your front cover is JET black one assumes 
the contents are rubbish. Dying within the pages when asked, “Mr. Antoine, what makes this 
Vanity Fair??” 
 
Antoine is a Pass member at Goodman Community Center of Madison’s east side that has 
been an advocate of youth development since he himself was a developing youth. If you were to 
ask him who it is he works for; his response would be “The Future.” 
 

 

Spread the Word to End the Word--The Good and The Bad 
Alex Monthie 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Toki Middle School 

2nd Congressional District 
77th Assembly District 

26th Senate District 
 
Fresh in my mind is our rally week for the “Spread the Word to End the Word” campaign. In an 
effort to end the use of the R-word and to encourage students to be more aware of their 
language and how it affects others in our community, we dedicated a whole week to this effort. 
All in all, the week nearly represents my time at Toki thus far and though there are many 
obstacles, there are also many success stories. 
 
The Good 
 
First and foremost was a kick-off with a performance by the musical group turned non-profit, the 
FigureHeads. They promote messages of inclusion and positive self-reflection. He touched on 
the recent shooting tragedy in our community and many other real topics that we face as 
humans, and especially as adolescents. Though there will always be someone or a few 
someones who will turn something positive into a negative, for that 50 minutes at the end of a 
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slow Monday, these students and staff got to participate in a conversation about issues that are 
not addressed in your basic education class, but that everyone deals with daily. 
  
The incredible participants of my Project Unify club worked together to create a powerful video 
about the “weight” of hurtful words. I was able to sit with my homeroom class and observe those 
sixth graders viewing this video. These students are rarely completely attentive to whatever is 
happening at the front of the room but for the two and a half minutes they seemed completely 
interested. An incredible experience for my Project Unify students to show themselves as 
leaders and advocates of an inclusive community, and a beneficial experience for the students 
to see their peers taking this issue as a serious and personal matter. 
 
The Bad 
 
Though this campaign has given me so many great experiences and honed in on skills that I 
can now use for the rest of my life, it also came with a great deal of challenges. One of the 
biggest was the unfortunate realization of just how segregated Toki is as a school. Upon 
introducing the idea of my plan for “Mix It Up At Lunch Day” and announcing over the 
microphone at lunch on Tuesday that Wednesday would be bring a “different and new” kind of 
lunch day, I was floored at the incredibly negative feedback (including lots of yelling and booing) 
in response to the idea and began doubting my ability to handle the week as a whole. What I’ve 
realized, or been reminded of, (with the help of my homeroom teacher and the activity she 
facilitated before the Mix day) is that as a society, we focus a great deal on all of the things that 
divide us—including but not limited to: physical appearance, grades, where we live, hobbies, 
friends, etc. The message that Ms. Stroik tried to get across and what I hoped their Mix It Up 
lunch day would re-enforce is that though we are all different in many ways, those differences 
do not need to divide us. 
 
Youth work is in no way easy, however it is with those glimmers of sunshine (figuratively and 
literally in Wisconsin) such as Ms. Stroik’s completely pertinent diversity activity, and the 
dedicated, good hearted students who signed that banner on Thursday, that PASS AmeriCorps 
is slowly but surely impacting me in a way that is beyond what I can even see. 

 
Alex is a new resident to Madison and the Midwest as a whole. Driving across the states from 
the Pacific Northwest, she grew up in Washington and graduated from the University of Oregon 
with a Social Sciences degree focused on Globalization, Environment, and Policy. Passionate 
about improving the lives of others and her own personal desire to travel, she hopes to step foot 
on every continent and work with youth throughout until she runs out of energy 
 

 

Fanny Doolee Loves Middle Schoolers, But Not Students* 
Kaitlyn Novotny 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Bridge Lake Point Waunona Neighborhood Center 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 77 

State Senate District 26 
 
The Partners for After School Success AmeriCorps program was the fill-in for my gap year 
between undergrad and the rest of my life. I chose to join PASS because I had three previous 
terms of AmeriCorps under my belt…so why not?  
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The service opportunity description reads something to the effect of, “provide youth 
development programming that aligns and extends school day learning, promote school 
engagement and life skills, and engage youth in community service and volunteer 
opportunities.” While those are the main objectives of PASS, the real deal is that this program 
allows you to find what you truly want out of life. It took my big life questions of, “What? Where? 
How?” and made a clearer path by defining what I don’t want, which is just as important as 
finding out exactly what I want to do. Getting to the nitty gritty of what’s required of someone in 
this position, it comes down to professionalism, punctuality, dependability, and most importantly 
empathy for those you work with. The kids you see every day climb unbelievable odds, surpass 
adversity, and go on to plan for futures that their life situations would never let them dream 
about.  
 
It is here I built these relationships with elementary, middle, and high schoolers, reaching out to 
them as one of their own. I’ve found I work better with kids on their own level rather than as an 
authoritative voice speaking down to them. It is for this reason that I find my future career plans 
do not involve youth work. PASS has taught me that I wouldn’t truly appreciate a job as a 
teacher, counselor, or programming coordinator for the simple fact that I like to be WITH my 
kids, not leading them.  
 
Among other necessary workforce skills, I’ve found an appropriate level of professionalism with 
my colleagues; I’ve improved my time management skills by constantly rearranging my fluid 
schedule to accommodate those around me; I’ve realized how much a relationship can grow by 
merely becoming someone others can depend on; and I’ve connected with so many kids, 
students, co-workers, and supervisors by allowing myself to be more empathetic and offering a 
listening ear.  
PASS is an incredible opportunity for anyone who plans on going into youth or social work, and 
even for those who don’t. No matter my future plans, this program has helped me, quite frankly, 
grow up and decide what I want out of life. And a program that does THAT is priceless.  
 
* If you examine Fanny Doolee's name, you will see that both the first and last name contain 
double letters. Thus, she likes marshmallows but not candy. 
 
Kaitlyn Novotny is a fourth term AmeriCorps member, currently serving at Bridge Lake Point 
Waunona Neighborhood Center in Madison, WI. When not enjoying being a kid herself, she can 
be found championing rap battles, playing with feral cats, and perfecting her dart-throwing skills. 
 

 

The Most Important People to My Very Important Job 
Clairisse Ouimette 
PASS AmeriCorps 

Elver Park Neighborhood Center 
2nd U.S. Congressional District  

76th State Assembly District  
26th State Senate District  

 
My student’s voice softens,  
reluctant to read.  
With all her tough talk,  
neon personality, 
sharp exterior, 
in front of a text, 
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she’s vulnerable.  
Secret insecurities exposed  
through embarrassed exploration  
of a word she doesn’t know. 
“emm…empor…empow…” 
“Empowerment.” 
 
My job: to Empower, to praise, to raise 
self-esteem. 
 
Another student sits  
in a catatonic computer game state, 
but he’s not just another student.  
He has social problems; behavior troubles; 
Outbursts after losing a game,  
perceiving an unfairness, 
and being told what to do. 
But this student can be coaxed  
out with the right book  
(about spies, mostly),  
the right game  
(active),  
the right communication 
(calm, positive, and persistent). 
Not just another student,  
my favorite student.  
 
My job: to cultivate relationships  
from patience, compassion.  
To recognize individuality. 
 
Every one of our students 
careen through the open space 
of the gym, 
beach balls soar into the air, 
basketballs crash  
against the backboard.  
Take in the madness. 
Celebrate their participation, 
even when it is silly, half-hearted, 
or infuriating. 
Eventually we’ll focus,  
develop a goal, work as a team 
towards a more ordered  
chaos.  
  
My Job: To guide and help  
bring out the best in students who  
are already talented, determined, thoughtful, 
individuals.  
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Clairisse Ouimette is 22 and graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire with a B.A. 
in Political Science and Creative Writing in May 2014. She has no idea what she wants to do 
when she grows up. 
 

 

The ABCs of PASS AmeriCorps 
Emily Pellegrini 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Cherokee Heights Middle School 

US Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 77 

State Senate District 26 
 
A is for AmeriCorps, the service organization whose sterling reputation extends across this 
great nation / As a recent graduate a plan I did lack, and so I thought why not spend some time 
giving back? 
B is for bubble, that’s where I was raised / So it’s no surprise those first few weeks left me 
phased 
C is cyberbullies who hide behind iPhone screens / Kids today find creative ways to be mean 
D is for Dmia who taught me that the biggest of burdens can rest on the smallest of shoulders/ 
Be kind to others, sometimes they’re carrying boulders 
E is for energy, in this job a must / Never give your smile a moment to rust 
F is for futures, I promise yours can be bright / If you just set a goal and work with all of your 
might 
G is for gunshots at Russet Road and the mall / They’re shaking inside but pretend to stand tall 
H is for homework club and 100 assignments to juggle / After 7 hours of school 1 more is 
sometimes a struggle 
I is for I “as in I have a dream” / And never letting Dr. King’s vision lose steam 
J is for journey, this one has been long / But each day my students model what it means to be 
strong 
K is for Khari who was faced with a choice / And stood up to become a positive voice 
L is for literacy, too many are reluctant to read / “Trust me, thinking for oneself is a tool we all 
need” 
M is for middle, stuck in the eye of adolescence / Yo-yoing between self and coalescence 
O is for owning our words and our deeds / Reflecting on mistakes before we proceed 
P is for the patience it takes to master a new skill / “Just because you haven’t learned it yet 
doesn’t mean you never will”  
R is for Robert, his teachers aren’t fans / Sometimes I think they forget his family lives in a van 
S is for self-worth, young girl you have merit / Don’t be stifled by insecurities you inherit 
T is for trust, a privilege rather than a right / To earn it you must build relationships tight 
U is for Unify, the club with a message so great / We’re more alike than different despite 
immutable traits 
V is for voices powerful and direct / 13 year olds possess more insight than you might expect 
W is words with the power to change minds / “You really are smart, forget the role you’ve been 
assigned” 
X is for xbox, playstation, and more / “You’re telling me you’ve never heard of N64!?!” 
Y is for yeet, merch, and bae, slang words new school / “Miss Emily, seriously, were you ever 
cool?”  
Z is for zero as in zero regrets / I’ll be proud to call myself an AmeriCorps vet 
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Emily Pellegrini is originally from Portland, OR and a proud alumna of the University of Oregon. 
She is an avid runner who is still learning to cope with Wisconsin weather. Going back to middle 
school has shown her that she is an abysmal foosball player, but a surprisingly competent 
rapper. Following her AmeriCorps experience she hopes to attend law school. 
 

 

Craigslist Changed My Life 
David Presser 

PASS AmeriCorps 
U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 

I wasn’t looking for a new job. I wasn’t looking for a new direction in life. I wasn’t looking for a 
way to help others. I was looking for a new guitar. Yep, that’s why I checked craigslist last year, 
to buy myself something new. What I found and where that has lead me has changed my entire 
purpose in life and caused a growth in me that I am incredibly grateful for. I never got that guitar, 
but I am a lucky man for what I got instead. 
 
Truthfully, I didn’t know much about AmeriCorps when I stumbled across a job description on 
Craigslist. For whatever reason; fate, dumb luck, boredom, my finger slipped and clicked the 
mouse, I really don’t remember but after I read the position description I felt like PASS was 
something I needed to look into. After applying I interviewed at Vera Court Neighborhood 
Center, was offered the position a day later and promptly accepted. Logically, joining 
AmeriCorps made no sense. At the time I made good money polishing steel, was going to 
school in hopes of becoming a firefighter and had exactly zero experience working with youth. 
Needless to say I was breaking what had been a linear progression in my life and venturing into 
unknown territory… and it felt great. 
 
Within two weeks of serving at Vera Court, I had very little interest in further pursuing 
firefighting. That is not to say I don’t consider firefighting a very righteous career but simply put, I 
fell in love with youth work. Coming to work each day doesn’t feel like a burden at all. In fact, I’m 
surprised they pay me to goof around and be a dork with amazing kids all day. That’s not to say 
I don’t take my service seriously. It’s a privilege to be in a position to help shape the lives of 
young people and I don’t take that responsibility lightly; however, I’ve realized I am in a unique 
position to make an impact not as a teacher or authority, but as a mentor who can cause 
change simply by showing love and empathy to youth who don’t feel that enough.  
 
The past six months have been an overwhelmingly positive experience for me. I’m hopeful that I 
have helped the youth I serve grow even a fraction of how much I have grown as a person. My 
life has been changed forever by joining AmeriCorps and I am so grateful I killed some time 
surfing the web last spring. I feel a call to work with youth and I have my experience working at 
Vera Court through PASS to thank for that. 
 
David is a Sun Prairie native who is happy to serve the community of Vera Court. When off the 
job he enjoys spending time outside, reading, writing and playing guitar. He hopes to pursue a 
degree in psychology next year and continue working in the youth service field. Also, he is 
mildly obsessed with dogs and has been known to wrestle with a certain German Shorthair. 
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What We Need 
Seth Rauman 

PASS AmeriCorps 
La Follette High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 47 

State Senate District 16 
 

So many people 
Uneasiness in the air 
Why are they like that? 
It seems like they need something 
Connection, compassion, me? 
 
Individuals 
Doing our best to survive 
Struggles and success 
Open up my heart to them 
That is surely what we need 
 
Seth is a person in the midst of his first year with PASS who enjoys pondering life’s mysteries 
and moving. 
 

 

Infinity and Beyond  
Rory Rolack 

PASS AmeriCorps 
 Sherman Middle School 

U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 

I was told over and over to apply for an AmeriCorps PASS position by a PASS member at the 
time. I just kept pushing it off and never looked at the application. Then one day she went into 
detail about what they do and how I would enjoy my time if I applied. After that conversation I 
just kept pondering about the job, and ended up applying just to see what would happen next. 
Soon enough I had a phone call letting me know that I was selected and asking me when I 
would start. After starting I was overwhelmed by the joys of my students. All you hear when 
walking down the halls is, “hey, Rory!” It’s an experience that will be hard to beat, simply 
because these kids are so intelligent, outgoing, and energetic. They are the innovators of 
tomorrow and every day I see them, you can see the gears turning in their heads.  
 
This is an experience that will take you to infinity and beyond. You will do things you never 
thought you could do. You will see things you never have seen before. You will make ever 
lasting memories for you and the students you come across, whether you know it or not. YOU 
WILL MAKE A DIFFERENCE. And that’s the biggest thing you will appreciate when your time is 
done.  

   
Rory is a calm, cool and collected person. He likes to be outside soaking up all the good 
weather. He also is more than welcome to trick you one or two times as well, but knows how to 
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be serous when needed. Rory is just the guy you want to be around, he can brighten up any 
day. 

 

 

Lessons Learned 
Kara Schnier 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Georgia O’Keeffe Middle School 
2nd U.S. Congressional District 

State Assembly District 76 
State Senate District 26 

 
I was scared, 
Of moving to a new city, of living on my own, of paying bills for the first time. 
 
I was nervous, 
For the first day or orientation, for meeting my supervisor for the first time, for tutoring eight kids, 
one-on-one in literacy. 
 
I was excited, 
To be making new friendships, to be financially independent for the first time, for getting the 
opportunity to coach BOTH boys and girls basketball. 
 
I was saddened, 
To learn that one of my students parents were getting divorced and making their kids choose 
sides, to see kids treating their “friends” terribly, to learn that many of my students have 
insecurities about their physical appearance. 
 
I was frustrated, 
That I couldn’t see immediate changes in my tutees reading abilities, that students dismissed 
me whenever I tried to keep them on track, that my students did not see their full potential and 
run with it. 
 
I was exhausted, 
From trying to get my students to actually do homework during homework club, from working 9-
10 hour days for the first time in my life, from trying to keep structure during after school 
programming 
 
I was proud, 
To see one of my basketball girls box out during a game after we worked on it at practice the 
day before, to see one of my tutees move out of Read 180, to see my Project Unify kids get so 
passionate about Spread the Word to End the Word. 
 
I was impressed, 
By my Read 180 teacher’s patience with her students, by my Principal’s dedication to making 
O’Keeffe Middle a safe and proactive learning environment, and by some students’ willingness 
to make the right choices despite peer pressure. 
 
I was motivated, 
To be a positive role model for my students, to work harder in order to be there for my students 
when they need me, and by other PASS Members to be a better me. 
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I was moved, 
By the compassion that one young girl showed during a courage retreat, by a thank you note I 
received from one of my tutees, by the overwhelming support I get from not only staff at my 
school but also fellow PASS members. 
 
I am hopeful, 
That my basketball girls will continue to learn and love the game, that I will continue to learn 
how to be a great youth worker from my supervisor, and that my students will continue to teach 
me every day! 
 
Kara is in her first year with PASS AmeriCorps. She graduated from St. Norbert College in May 
2014 with a bachelor’s degree in Communication and Media Studies with a Media Studies 
emphasis. Her goal beyond her AmeriCorps commitment is to combine her passion for 
basketball with her passion for working with youth. 
 

 

Learning From 
Jackson Scott 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Hamilton Middle School 

U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 77 

State Senate District 26 
 

When I started my AmeriCorps term in August 2014, three months after graduating from 
University of Wisconsin-Madison with a B.A. in Religious Studies and South Asian Studies, I 
didn’t think that there was anything beyond patience and “general cultural appreciation” that I 
could offer a horde of twenty-five middle school students, whom I first met rushing into MSCR 
Recreation from all kinds of different directions. Although I had taken plenty of courses on 
culture and history, citing cultural anthropologists and religious studies scholars wasn’t aiding 
me in making sense of what these kids were going through, and relational ethical theory in 
modern Hinduism certainly wasn’t a point of connection between any of us. As I started building 
relationships with students however (over a bit more trivial interests), I started reflecting on a 
question I was repeatedly asked by my program all throughout college: “How can we not only 
learn about, but learn from?” 
 
Of course, this question was, in its original context, about religion, but it was made and applied 
in class with a broader lesson in mind. It was an unusually deep and nebulous question for an 
entire college program’s learning objective, but it has never resonated more with me than it has 
in my first term as an AmeriCorps. We can all learn about our “clients,” our “kids.” We can learn 
about their projected struggles, their environment, their psychology. We can learn about how 
systems are designed to keep some students out, we can learn about how many of our students 
will graduate from college, we can learn about cultural differences, and we can learn about 
strategies that help facilitate extended learning, but what can we learn from our students. 
 
I learn from my students every single day. Contrary to every stereotype of “unruly” students who 
need programs like AmeriCorps, my students have taught me patience, acceptance, and 
resilience. Not only have they challenged and strengthened these skills within me as a youth 
worker, but I have seen these students model these skills in their own lives, against all odds, 
whether it be students remaining flexible when after school programming is unpredictable or 
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students bridging friend gaps in after school recreation or students continually bouncing back 
positively after encountering a struggle. In my AmeriCorps term so far, I have learned about a 
plethora of youth work strategies and I have honed skills I never knew I had, but most 
importantly, I have learned from and in doing so have learned that our students are often our 
most valuable assets in learning.  
 
Jackson Scott graduated from University of Wisconsin-Madison with a B.A. in Religious Studies 
and South Asian Studies. He is serving his first AmeriCorps term at Hamilton Middle School. In 
his free time, he enjoys listening to and writing about music. 
 

 
Attitude is Everything 

Alissa Swenson 
PASS AmeriCorps 

Goodman Community Center 
2nd Congressional District 

76th State Assembly District 
26th State Senate District 

 
If you had asked me a few months ago where I would be now, I would not have had a clue. I 
stumbled into PASS AmeriCorps when I came across a Craigslist posting, of all things. I knew I 
wanted to serve nationally and do something productive in the Madison community. I was 
passionate about youth and education. I was open and ready to go where life decided to take 
me. 
 
And so, here I am. I go to Goodman Community Center every morning with a fresh mind, a 
blank slate. Elementary school kids can be a challenge, and “The Purple Tribe” that I work with 
comprises of mix of three grade levels—twenty-four different personalities and ages in the same 
classroom each day. Working with this particular age group requires a balance between 
demanding respect and being a friend. And I love every minute of it. I love watching them 
discover their interests, developing their personalities. I love teaching them new skills, whether 
it’s cooking or tutoring in math or teaching French. In some ways, I am rediscovering what it was 
like to be a kid. 
 
I hope to give the kids I work with consistency in their lives—someone to rely on and look up to. 
I think of myself helping to coach “Girls on the Run” or leading Culture Club at Goodman, and I 
realize that I am also discovering what it means to be a leader. Ultimately, I hope to learn from 
them as much as they are learning from me. 

 
This is not where I imagined myself a few months back, but it is where I am and it is where I am 
proud to be. It is a constant reminder that an open mind and a positive attitude lead to great 
things. And it is a message that I strive to convey in the work I do each day. 

 
Alissa Swenson graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison in May 2014 with a BA in 
French Language and Literature and African Studies. She is currently serving a quarter time 
PASS AmeriCorps position at the Goodman Community Center. When she is not helping out in 
the classroom, she can be found at home with a good book and a cup of tea.  
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Inspirational Quotes 
Suelyn Vang  

PASS AmeriCorps 
Black Hawk Middle School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
76th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
“Who is she?” I hear them whisper to each other. “Who are you?” they say to my face. Who am 
I: I still find these three words scary. They walk away. And here I thought I was good with youth; 
it was always easier for me to be myself around them… But I wasn’t quick enough this time. 
 
“What are you, Ms. Suelyn?” “What am I?!” “You know… I’m Black. What are you?” “I am half 
Hmong”, I explain. We discuss stereotypes, struggles, similarities, culture, our lives. Weeks 
later, when our librarian is discussing different books to read during tutoring, he says to me: “I 
want to read this one, because the main character is struggling with his biracial identity. I think 
you would relate to this, and I could learn something new.”  
 
“Where were you, Ms. Suelyn? You were supposed to come get me today!” a student reminds 
me. I say, “I didn’t forget. I had a meeting to go to, but I’ll meet with you longer next time and 
we’ll catch up!” I think back to the time he shut down on me, became distracted and 
uninterested in doing work. How frustrated I felt. Every day is a new day. Patience. Progress. 
  
“Will you be here next year?” they ask me. “You should come back. And don’t just say you will, if 
you won’t. I hate when they do that,” one says. “Who else would put up with your craziness?” I 
joke back, this time, quick enough.  

 
Suelyn graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison with a degree in Social Welfare and 
Gender and Women’s Studies. She is currently serving her first term at Black Hawk Middle 
School. 
 

 

Making Good Choices 
Alyssa Watts 

PASS AmeriCorps 
Kennedy Heights Community Center 

U.S. Congressional District #2 
State Assembly District #48 

State Senate District #16 
 

When I think about my past, I see it like a movie: I see scenes, plot twists, themes, tragedy, 
comedy, credits to those who did this and that with me, or for me. But mostly, I see moments. I 
see moments in time when I made a choice, when I was presented with something, positive or 
negative, that forced a decision to be made. Most know that I'm vocal about my opinions, both 
in person and through social media, and sometimes I wish I could retract things I've said or 
typed, wish I could "unlike" something that I thought I stood for, or did stand for, so whole-
heartedly in a moment. Yet there are so many moments of mine, my moments, that I think, 
“YES. YES, that is who I am, that is what I stand for, that is what has made me who I am today, 
SING IT LOUD AND SING IT PROUD!” And I think we are all inundated with choices from day 
to day, some significant, although most barely noticeable on the periphery. And those choices 
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are made both with and without an acknowledgement for the intended or unintended 
consequences. We make mistakes. We stumble. We hurt people. We hurt ourselves. But we 
also help others. We grow. We learn. We see beauty and we create it ourselves. It's a 
combination of those choices, those moments, that have made us who we are today. For me, 
my moments evoke anger, laughter, love, happiness, sadness, and pride. The last few months, 
especially, I have been inundated with choices, with decisions, with scenes in my movie that are 
interacting with the tragedies of so many around me, and these scenes are punching me right in 
the gut, making my body hurt with anger and my heart swell with emotion. It's moments like this 
one, yes this very moment, when I hope that we all take a look inside ourselves, at our movies, 
and alter them in a way that lessens the pain of others. We are given many freedoms and 
choices in this country, and while some would argue and hope that those are intended to be 
equal freedoms and choices, that is not always the reality. It is a challenge that invokes a 
change. Be that change. Unite with a friend, unite with an acquaintance, unite with someone 
you don't know – because our movies, our moments, will always overlap. The choices of few 
can impact the decisions of many, and it is through finding common ground, or acknowledging 
your differences and embracing them, that we find harmony and peace.  
 
I say it to my students at the end of every day and, here, I say it again: Make. Good. Choices. 
AmeriCorps has paved a way for me to make good choices; AmeriCorps has offered me a part 
in helping ignite the spark of positivity and empowerment in the students in my community and I 
will forever be grateful for such an opportunity. 
 
Alyssa Watts is a graduate of the University of Wisconsin–Madison with a Bachelor of Arts 
degree in Sociology and a Certificate in Criminal Justice. After her AmeriCorps term, she plans 
to continue working with youth in Madison. 
 

 

Education Can Change the World 
Nicole Webster 

PASS AmeriCorps  
Goodman Community Center 
US Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 

I have wanted to work with kids for the past couple of years, but I have not had the opportunity 
to do so until I joined PASS AmeriCorps. Kids shape the future of the world and if I could be a 
part of changing at least one child’s life, it is worth it. Nelson Mandela once said, “Education is 
the most powerful weapon we can use to change the world.” The work I have done with the kids 
at the Goodman Community Center has made me truly appreciate and understand this 
statement in a unique way. The way kids learn and what they learn about is always evolving. It 
is more important now than ever before to teach kids not just the basics of math, literacy, 
science and history but how to become responsible, caring, and motivated human beings. The 
latter of the previous sentence is what I focus on during my PASS service.  
 
I love being able to share my talents and passions with the kids and to see them get excited 
about learning something new. So far I have introduced them to photography, yoga, and 
nutrition – but not just the basics of nutrition – I teach them about organic foods, preservatives, 
and how to cook healthy, but delicious, food. This country has failed tremendously in teaching 
kids about real nutrition, and this is something I know I can change in kids’ lives. For the first 
time in my life I am at a job that I feel like I am truly making a difference. It is the perfect 
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stepping stone to my dream career of an international civil servant, activist, and volunteer. I am 
proud to be an AmeriCorps member.  
 
Nicole was born and raised in the Midwest but moved to Miami to be close to the ocean – where 
her heart belongs – when she was 20 years old. During the five years she spent in Miami, 
Nicole managed to graduate from the University of Miami with a degree in journalism and 
international studies. After graduating she decided to go back to Wisconsin in order to transition 
to her next big goal, living abroad in 3 different countries for one year. Although wanderlust has 
always been a part of her soul, this will be the first time Nicole will ever leave the country. She 
cannot wait!  
 

 

ITS’ ALL GOOD….MAN 
Trevor Wirth 

PASS AmeriCorps  
Goodman Community Center 

2nd Congressional District 
76th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
tough, new, courageous 
 
bad language, ears covered, stop 
 
mentor, teacher, care 
 
Trevor is a first year pass member who still has no clue what the future entails; however, he 
does know that this opportunity has opened many doors that he didn’t know existed before. He 
also likes to find people who look like other people, almost all sports, almost all music, almost all 
people….and dogs. 

 

 

The ABCs of a PASS Member 
Melanie Zahn 

PASS AmeriCorps Member 
Patrick Marsh Middle School/ULGM 

2nd Congressional District 
13th State Senate District 

37th State Assembly District 

 
Acting like you know what you’re doing, even when you don’t 
Being curious about the reality of life as a youth in today’s society. 
Commending student’s good work publicly. Embarrassing them with praise. 
Deciding to be empathetic every day. 
Enjoying your unique position for a mess of unique students, staff, families. 
Forgiving students for taking advantage of your food supply. 
Gratitude-ing. Not many people have the opportunity to be a role model. 
Holding yourself to the highest of expectations. Trusting that students will do the same for 
themselves. 
“Inferring” up a storm during tutoring sessions. 
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Justifying a third cup of morning coffee. 
Keeping nice notes. Saving helpful e-mails. 
Learning youth slang. 
Making detailed lesson plans. 
Never sticking to said lesson plans. 
Ordering extra gear. 
Paying better attention. Turning off the blinders. 
Quieting students’ doubts about their future. 
Relying on other members for advice, empathy, a good laugh. 
Seeking out allies at your site. 
Turning off your computer. Walking around. Observing. 
Understanding how OnCorps works. 
Visiting other sites. Getting energized by their unique work. 
Wondering where your students will be in 5, 10, 15 years. 
Xeroxing and laminating EVERYTHING. 
Yearning for positive change. 
Z… who said the alphabet was easy? 
 
Melanie is a 2nd year PASS member at Patrick Marsh Middle School in Sun Prairie, WI. When 
not school, she spends her days daydreaming about travel, playing board games, and looks 
forward to attending graduate school for Secondary Education. 
 

 

Ten Lessons My Students Have Taught Me 
Francesca Zuckerman 

PASS AmeriCorps 
MSCR La Follette High School 

2nd US Congressional District of Wisconsin 
48th District Wisconsin State Assembly 

3rd District Wisconsin State Senate 
 

One. Everyone has a different life, and every person deserves to live that life their way. 
Two. Today you’re friends, tomorrow enemies. Life and people are transient. Know how to 
depend on yourself.  
Three. One confrontation ends all drama. There is no need to drag out conflict with someone 
you have to see on a regular basis. 
Four. Different people express themselves differently. The most important part of all is to listen. 
Five. Sometime you need to take a break from work and responsibilities and wander around 
somewhere familiar. 
Six. Take a break! There is always more work to do tomorrow. Don’t forget to live today. 
Seven. “You know math, we know hair.” Everyone brings different talents to the table, and they 
are all equally needed and valid.  
Eight. Sometimes the loudest students are the ones that need the most help. Sometimes, it’s 
the quietest. Don’t make immediate assumptions about people.  
Nine. I am special. I am important. I should love me. 
Ten. Life should be celebrated. TURN UP! 
 
Francesca is a first year PASS AmeriCorps member from Los Angeles, California who loves 
travelling, adventures, and new places. She enjoys thinking in dizzying circles and 
overanalyzing life. Her greatest accomplishment this year was having a student yell at her and 
blame her for his newfound love of reading. 
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Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps  

The mission of Easter Seals Wisconsin is to increase independence, maximize opportunities, 

minimize barriers, and enhance the quality of life for people with disabilities. AmeriCorps 

members serve over 400 families from areas where few or no respite services exist, 

providing programs and activities that are essential to the communities they serve. The 

majority of AC members will continue to serve as Respite Apprentices, providing intensive 

personal care and leading or facilitating therapeutic recreation activities for individuals with 

disabilities and their families at Easter Seals Wisconsin’s Camp Wawbeek and Respite 

Camp in Wisconsin Dells. In addition to providing dynamic therapeutic recreation for campers 

with severe and/or multiple disabilities it also gives their caregivers much needed respite 

from the demands of caring for a loved one with a disability. 

 

Around the state, members provide additional significant outreach activities for the camps. In 

the Madison office, additional members provide significant outreach activities for the yearly 

recreational/ therapeutic camps for veterans and their families and work to increase 

awareness about the inclusion of people with disabilities in the community. One full-time 

member works as the Volunteer Coordinator helping both camps’ volunteer program 

including recruiting and training of volunteers. 

  



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

Always Something To Learn 
Molly Anderson 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
It has almost been a full year that I have worked with Easter Seals and I always learn something 
new every weekend, whether it be about a camper, employee, or a valuable lesson. The 
campers continue to amaze me and teach me patience, creativity, and more. I continue to grow 
as an individual through my experience here and everything that I see and emotions that I feel 
add to the person I am now and who I will be in the future.  
 
I just remember that when things get difficult at camp, like lack of sleep or a difficult situation to 
handle, I remind myself that I can do anything and I just have to be calm and patient and 
everything will fall into place. Since I have been working at Easter Seals Respite Camp, I have 
gained information on all of the campers that we serve and it is amazing to notice the similarities 
and differences of each individual that we serve and get to know them on a more personal level. 
One camper individually has made a huge impact on me and continues to. She loves me so 
unconditionally, through all of my faults I know that she will always love me and be excited to 
see me. It is because of her and all other campers that I keep coming back. Campers are what 
make camp great, and it is for them that I serve so often and will continue to serve. I also love 
that through AmeriCorps I always meet the most amazing and dedicated individuals and it is a 
joy to watch them grow with their experience at camp as well. To watch someone who has 
never been at camp come to work nervous, maybe a little insecure and unsure of themselves, 
progress to a seasoned veteran of camp is such an amazing experience to witness and be a 
part of. Everyone starts off the same, a clean slate and then they all become experts at working 
with the population we serve and it is a pleasant experience to watch and assist them. 
 
All in all this experience has been another great time. I love interacting with the campers and 
letting them teach me new things all the time. Also, it has been pleasant to watch all of the 
amazing AmeriCorps staff progress from new to experienced throughout my term of service. I 
cannot wait for more fun experiences and lessons to be learned through my continued service 
at Easter Seals Respite Camp. I don't know when I will leave this place, but I hope that it is not 
any time soon, because it is my second home and everyone that comes and goes are my 
second family. 
 
I am Molly Anderson; I attend the University of Wisconsin Whitewater as an Art and English 
Education Major, and I plan on serving one more term with AmeriCorps after I graduate and 
then continue on to the Peace Corps. 

 

 

Veterans of Wisconsin 
Joshua Benesh 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
U.S. Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
Much of my adult life has been dedicated to helping underserved populations. I have served 
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people with all kinds of disabilities both intellectual and physical. I have served the elderly in 
nursing and assisted living homes. Now I have served our country’s heroes that have fought to 
give us our freedom. Giving them the opportunity to come to Camp Wawbeek, even a weekend 
seems to be enough of a thank you to them, and they appreciate the chance to get away from 
their reality. Seeing all the Veterans, that come to our camp weekends, interact from all different 
branches of the military is great sight. We have many Veterans that come who are ‘Veterans’ at 
the camp and seeing them take a new family under their wing is a win for me. I feel honored to 
be a part of this great program and allow their families to reconnect and have a fun and relaxing 
weekend in the middle of the woods.  
 
I always keep hearing about living up to the promise. I hear that Veterans are not always getting 
the benefits they were promised and this is sad. No one deserves it more than someone who 
risked their life not only for their family but for everyone in the United States. Too many people 
my position means nothing, but to those special Veterans that take the chance with our 
program, this means a whole tank load. There is no worrying about money or enemies or 
anything else when they arrive on that Friday night. There are no negative attitudes or frowns 
from the kids. I see a sigh of relief and feel a handshake of thanks when I welcome them into 
our Lodge. The only disappointment is seeing them leave knowing that I want them to back and 
enjoy the weekend again and again. There is only so much that we can pack into a weekend to 
say thank you for our whole life. 
 
I am Joshua Benesh and I will graduating this May from the University of Wisconsin-Whitewater. 
I have been studying Physical Education with a minor in Health Promotion. 

 

 

Painted Memories 
Alexis Brown 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
“Expressive therapy is a disclosure of soul’s contagion. It comes upon us diamonically through 
the agency of imagination, who’s medicines draw from the full spectrum of soul.”(Paulo J. Knill)  
 
Since I was a child I have found art to be an inspirational and healing element of my life. When I 
went to college for studio art I worked in a therapeutic ceramics environment and it was life 
changing! This summer I had the privilege of serving as an AmeriCorps Arts and Crafts 
Programmer at Easter Seals Wisconsin. This position taught and encouraged me to practice the 
values of patience, humor, and creativity! It was my first opportunity to program in a respite 
environment so I truly had the chance to adapt programs to suit individual needs. I learned an 
indescribable amount about myself and I received valuable skills training in a hands-on 
environment. I was certified as a lifeguard, which meant a lot to me because I got to spend a 
great deal of time watching campers enjoy the pool for recreational and therapeutic purposes.  
 
Another favorite part of camp for me was the giant social bubble that I got to be a part of. It was 
a pleasure to meet new campers, counselors, and volunteers each week and greet returning 
ones! I felt like I was part of a warm family and people were always so incredibly supportive of 
each other. Some of my favorite bonding moments occurred with campers who asked me to 
make special projects with them like newspaper hats and cardboard swords! I enjoyed using 
recycled materials for my activities and the kitchen staff was always incredibly helpful with 
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saving items for me. I gained a great deal of confidence in myself as a programmer this summer 
and I was incredibly proud of my area; I actually enjoyed keeping it tidy throughout the week 
and rearranging the furniture on Fridays.  
 
The colorful Arts and Crafts shed quickly became my favorite place on camp because that was 
where I got to make smiles happen every week. Due to the diverse spectrum of camper 
disabilities I got to plan nearly every type of art program imaginable; from sensory bags to flower 
crowns! My favorite art activities were definitely face painting, lion masks, and sock bubbles. I 
believe that this service taught me flexibility and problem solving due to the ever-changing 
nature of camp scheduling. I am now aware that I love working in a respite environment and I 
hope to obtain future positions involving programming and respite care. I could have never 
pictured the colorful, exciting, and pleasantly unpredictable environment that is camp! I never 
went to traditional camp as a child, so it was meaningful to have this experience as a young 
adult. I wouldn't have wanted to spend my summer anywhere else and this service has made a 
profound positive impact on my life. 
 
Alexis Brown is a graduate of Florida Keys Community College and hopes to pursue a career in 
art therapy. 
 

 

400 Acres of Love 
Michael Butson 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

Serving through AmeriCorps at Camp Wawbeek has been such a privilege. Words do not 
describe the magic that happens at camp. Being at a place that believes in equality for all 
people is very liberating because it serves as an example for the world. Much can be done 
when people set aside differences, and come together as people.  
 
Many things have touched me this summer, but I have never felt as humbled as when a 
longtime camper wrote me a note before she left. She told me that I had made an impact on her 
just by being myself. I was so emotional after reading the message because I never thought that 
I would make a difference in someone else’s life. This particular camper has made an impact on 
me because she is so hard working. She would ask me to walk with her to the dining hall before 
meals because she wanted to walk across the stage independently at her high school 
graduation. Many campers have inspired me this summer, and I have been blessed to work with 
them.  
 
Not only has working with campers been one of the biggest blessings this summer, but working 
with such an incredible staff has been inspiring. Camp Wawbeek has some of the most special 
people who live there to serve. Each counselor gave all of themselves for their campers, which 
made me want to constantly give my all. Only good energy was put out into the universe, and as 
a result, campers and staff alike had one of the most memorable summers. I have been touched 
forever, and I will forever cherish my time on all 400 acres of love!  
 
Michael Butson is a senior at the University of Wisconsin-Superior. He is studying 
Communicating Arts, and hopes to attend graduate school for Social Work. 
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What Service Means To Me 
Megan Church 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
Service is about hard work, dedication, and helping others. I like challenges and work hard for 
something once I have begun. As an American Legion Junior Auxiliary member I was dedicated 
to help the veterans that are in my community. Helping others has been a really important part 
of my life. I have committed myself to becoming a doctor of osteopathic medicine so that I can 
help others every day of my life. I think that having a healthy lifestyle is essential. Since I am not 
a doctor yet, I have found other ways to help the community. Throughout college I have 
volunteered with special needs students at a facility with horses. At first it was about the horses 
and getting to take time away from campus. The reason I kept going was the kids. Every week I 
was there the students progressed. It became clear to me that riding meant the world to them, 
just as it does to me. An activity like this provides the caretakers an opportunity to have a break 
while their loved one is in the care of someone else. I think this is important because there is an 
emotional and physical toll taken on a caregiver when they are the primary support for a loved 
one with a disability. Through AmeriCorps I feel that I have an opportunity to better the lives of 
others, and having an opportunity to help out and change someone’s life is not an everyday 
opportunity. 
 
Megan Church is a recent graduate of Mercyhurst University, and plans to continue her 
education in osteopathic medicine. 

 

 

Wawbeek Wisdom 
Elissa Dull 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
One camper that really touched my heart was a beautiful young girl who saw the world much 
differently than I did. She had a sweet disposition and was forever commenting on how beautiful 
everything and everyone was. She loved the simple things I had taken for granted and had a 
smile that never left her face. I found her attitude contagious and loved being around her. We 
formed a special bond. The irony in this story is that this special girl, who saw beauty in 
everything, was completely blind. There were so many incidents over the summer with so many 
different campers. As I was assisting them they were teaching me things that changed me 
forever.  
 
I think I see the world in a very different way than before Camp Wawbeek. Before a bathroom 
was just a bathroom. Now I notice if a bathroom is accessible to everyone. Before a staircase 
was just a staircase. Now I notice if there is a ramp or elevator available as well. Before the “R-
word” was a commonly used slang that I often ignored. Now I more fully recognize how 
offensive the term is and feel I am equipped to educate others with more appropriate 
terminology. Before I had a sense of pity for people with disabilities, and now I see them as an 
essential part of our society.  
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Elissa Dull is second year student at UW-Milwaukee studying Occupational Therapy and 
minoring in American Sign Language. 
 

 

Finding Yourself 
Cyndi Garza 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
“We lose ourselves in the things we love and we find ourselves there to.” –Kristin Martz 
 
I had never been away from home for longer than a few weeks at a time, I had never done 
much of anything alone, and I hadn’t moved from my childhood bedroom. I decided to take my 
term of service because I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do and with only student teaching left I 
felt very unsure if teaching was the life choice I wanted to make. I reflected on the things I really 
enjoyed doing. One was working with individuals with disabilities another, working in a place 
where barriers were broken and memories lasted a lifetime. I knew my passion and I had found 
a place to do it, at Easter Seals Wisconsin Camps. I was nervous but felt a lot of support from 
family, and friends that this was the right choice. Being the AmeriCorps Volunteer Coordinator 
meant sharing the love for camp for a full year with people who had never experienced its joy. I 
started off a little rocky, unsure of how to wrap my head around such an important part of our 
program. Then things started to fall into place. Classroom visits where less scary, fairs weren’t 
as overwhelming, I managed emails more efficiently and things really got going. The more 
volunteers came the more returned each weekend and during the summer. I met new people 
every day, and worked closer with staff than I ever had before. I woke up each day excited to go 
to work and looking ahead to the next weekend when campers would be arriving. This 
experience has changed my life. I am no longer nervous about my future, being on my own, or 
working on large tasks. I am excited for new challenges and ready to share this experience with 
others again. 
 
Cyndi Garza returned to Easter Seals Wisconsin Camps to serve another term as the 
AmeriCorps Volunteer Coordinator. Someday she hopes to continue working with individuals 
with disabilities and raising community awareness and involvement. 
 

 

Stepping Stones 
Madeline Handl 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

This AmeriCorps term with Easter Seals Wisconsin Respite Camp has had a positive influence 
on my outlook towards life. Fulfilling the needs of those less fortunate than me has opened my 
eyes to bigger issues around the world. I am a more understanding, compassionate and 
outgoing person because of the experiences I have had. Working with individuals with differing 
abilities has broadened the way I go about communicating with others. The individuals I served 
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may use a non-traditional way of communication and I learned how to adapt to their 
communication style. I feel that my growth with adapting to situations more easily is going to 
help me in my future endeavors. 
 
In order to fulfill my duties at camp, as an AmeriCorps member, I needed to be a leader: 
someone for others to look up to and model after. By the end of my term, I felt very confident in 
every aspect of camp and was able to assist others in performing their duties at camp as well. 
Leadership will also assist me in the future, as I hope to work in non-profit organizations which 
will need me to stand up for and lead others in advocating for the non-profit.  
 
Both AmeriCorps and my schooling have been stepping stones, and at first I didn’t know where 
they were leading me. Now I know I am making my way towards a better life, a happier life, 
where I will continue to serve those who need it most. I have been looking into longer, more 
involved, service programs such as NCCC and Peace Corps. After graduation I hope to pursue 
my dreams of traveling abroad to assist those in need, specifically orphaned children living in 
institutions. This term has helped me let go of the material ‘goods’ I once thought of as 
important and opened my eyes to the real purpose in life: to love and show others that love. 
 
Madeline Handl is third year Family and Consumer Sciences student at UW-Stevens Point. Her 
degree emphasizes community development and serving underprivileged individuals.  

 

 

Service to the Soul 
Dailen Harris 

Easter Seals AmeriCorps Partnership Partnership 
US Congressional District 16 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

“When you help, you see life as weak. When you fix, you see life as broken. When you serve, 
you see life as whole. Fixing and helping may be the work of the ego, and service the work of 
the soul.” As I read this quote at an AmeriCorps meeting halfway through the summer, I began 
to reflect on my time spent at Easter Seals Respite Camp to see whether I was in the mindset 
that I was fixing, helping, or serving the campers with disabilities as a drama, music, and dance 
programmer. Without having to rack my brain for the answer, it appeared in broad daylight. 
 
At the beginning of my summer, I arrived looking to help people with disabilities and for them to 
give me the experience I craved as a music therapy major. With a previous experience under 
my belt working with the population at a younger age, I assumed that I was completely prepared 
and was completely comfortable. I was not. After practice camp, I held the belief that I was not 
cut out for the job, despite my civil servant personality, hopes, and dreams. As the summer 
rolled on, I felt myself being to melt into the atmosphere of Easter Seals Respite Camp. Not only 
was I at ease with interacting with campers, I also felt confident, at home, and deeply connected 
to camp life and everything it had to offer.  
 
Sitting here during week 10, the last week of camp, I have come to the realization that the 
connection I feel is the result of serving, “the work of the soul.” My soul is what is at peace, as if 
it has been fed after a frantic search for food. Each camper that has attended Easter Seal 
Respite has done me a great service. They taught me two important lessons; people with 
disabilities are just like me, and never do anything that will not satisfy the soul. For that I have 
endless gratitude. I would not trade this experience for the world. 
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Dailen Harris is going into her second year at Alverno College as a music therapy major with a 
minor in Spanish. 

 

 

My Camp Story 

Christopher Hemmer 
Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 

US Congressional District 6 

State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 

 
I have grown fond of working for Easter Seals Wisconsin camps for many different reasons. The 
services they provide are so beneficial to the campers, their families, and the volunteers and 
staff that want to experience what camp is all about. Easter Seals Wisconsin gives parents and 
families a chance to enjoy a weekend to themselves where they can relax and spend time with 
others they may not get to often. Camp does provide many benefits professionally for the staff 
and I have gained a lot from being a Respite Apprentice. 
 
By serving in AmeriCorps, I was able to do things I haven’t done before. The first weekend 
session I was the programmer, which meant that I designed the activities and facilitated them. I 
really enjoyed doing that and will help me in my future career. I was also challenged to be a 
leader for other staff members by setting an example. I also was put with some of the campers 
that needed more attention. I learned to manage my time more efficiently and balance how to 
have fun and work at the same time. It is important to have fun. Especially working at camp, 
having fun makes everyone’s experience so great. 
 
I am so glad I served AmeriCorps for the past four months. It will benefit me so much in my 
future and I will not regret it one bit. AmeriCorps has shown me the value of volunteering your 
time and service and the impact it can have not only for yourself but for your community and 
city. I will absolutely volunteer more after my term of service. I would like to continue working 
with Easter Seals Wisconsin and also continuing to serve AmeriCorps. It was the first time I 
worked at camp and serving AmeriCorps and I really enjoyed it. I have a special place in my 
heart now for AmeriCorps and will always speak highly on behalf of AmeriCorps and Easter 
Seals Wisconsin Camps. 

 
Chris Hemmer is a recent graduate of University of Wisconsin – La Crosse with a degree in 
Therapeutic Recreation. 
 

 

W(awb)eek By Week 
William (BJ) Henderson 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
Week 1: At the start, I was very nervous to dive into my summer. This week definitely taught me 
a vast majority of information all at once. I learned quickly how to manage my time and how to 
remain organized throughout each day. 
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Week 2: This was honestly my toughest week of the summer even though I had one of my best 
friends as a co-counselor. I soon came to realize that I was lacking patience. It was also the first 
time that I truly came to understand that we are all one. 
 
Week 3: Kids week was a huge change from the previous week, and it was also amazing. This 
week taught me how to balance my time amongst others. Children with disabilities are so fun to 
work with because you are a role model to them and this week also helped me appreciate life. 
 
Week 4: This week I received another new insight to people with disabilities. These individuals 
were awesome and I could truly relate to them on a personal level. I also learned that everyone 
goes through hard times and that taking time to care for others is very important. 
 
Week 5: Working with these gentlemen was awesome because they were all independent. This 
week I learned how to not be so “mothering” and to let them live their lives freely and to just be 
there for support. 
 
Week 6: This session one of my boys was very homesick and the others had some behavioral 
challenges. They taught me how important love is at any stage in life and that when things don’t 
go your way to figure what to do to make things better. 
 
Week 7: My empathy grew for those in need because I felt bad when I couldn’t help them all at 
once. This week also showed me how to stay organized with each daily activity. 
 
Week 9: Day Camp was another experience and it taught me to take advantage of everything 
that this beautiful planet has to offer even if it's just up the road. 
 
Week 10: My campers were amazing this week and they showed me to always have a positive 
attitude and to have fun. I grew especially close to one of my campers and he reinforced the 
“work hard, play hard” mentality. And it was amazing to cherish my final week with all the 
campers and fellow staff. 
 
This past summer was out of this world, which makes it extremely hard to put it all into words. I 
am so glad I took on such a challenge because it definitely changed my life. Lastly but most 
importantly, I think this opportunity provided me with a sense of unity and belonging with all the 
staff members and I now know that I have life-long friends. 

 
My name is BJ Henderson and I am currently a junior at UW-Madison seeking a degree in 
Rehabilitation Psychology and then I hope to become an Occupational Therapist in the future. 
 

 

The Best Time of my Life 
Ashley Jackomino 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
Making lifelong connections is what camp is all about. Throughout my term at Respite Camp I 
have had the best time of my life and made amazing connections with campers and counselors. 
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Respite Camp might be a one-on-one camp, but it is full of supportive and helpful staff. This 
term was my first time working and connecting with individuals with disabilities and I have to 
say, it was the best choice of my life. Every Saturday night at camp we always have karaoke 
and a dance following it. Seeing the camper’s smiles light up when the music starts is an 
incredible sight to see. Everyone is dancing, singing, laughing, and having the time of their life. 
Teamwork is a huge part of Respite Camp and it truly makes it a great experience. The 
counselors and staff help and support each other making the weekends fun for everyone. This 
was the experience of a lifetime and the best time of my life. I have gained connections with 
some of the most amazing individuals and I will forever carry with me the wonderful memories I 
have of camp. Continuing to work with individuals with disabilities is something I plan to do. The 
experience and skills I have learned at camp is something I will be able to use for the rest of my 
life. 

 
Ashley Jackomino is from Rhinelander, WI and is a sophomore at University of Wisconsin–
Oshkosh studying Kinesiology and Pre-Physical Therapy. 
 

 

Respite Rejuvenation 
Alyssa Jameson 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

Easter Seals Wisconsin’s Respite Camp weekends became something to look forward to in my 
life. I would look in my planner and see a highlighted weekend and my heart would smile. 
 
Personally, I felt as though the time spent amongst our incredible campers and amazing staff 
members filled my soul. Sometimes the routine of life and school can drain you as a person. It is 
easy to lose sight of the things that matter most in life. After attending camp weekends I felt as 
though I had just come back from a weekend at a spa. I felt rejuvenated. As silly as that may 
sound, it is true. Sure, I was tired and could use a nap, but I am referring to the quality of my 
heart and soul. The connections I have built with campers over the many weekends are what 
make my heart soar. 

 
There is nothing as warm and familiar as a room filled with campers smiling, dancing, and 
calling each other by name. Camp is a safe haven. It is where our campers know they are 
appreciated and loved. It’s where the staff makes sure to tell the campers, if you want to do it- 
you can do it. We will make it happen. We do not limit our camper’s abilities at camp. I think it is 
the most beautiful thing when we do.  

 
One of my favorite instances is when one of our campers wanted to swing. The swing was 
elevated and this camper would have had a very difficult time adjusting herself into the swing. 
So instead, without hesitation, four staff members transferred her onto the swing. She was 
absolutely ecstatic. She swung for almost an hour with a grin on her face from ear to ear. I do 
not think she thought she was going to swing that day, but she certainly did. It may seem like a 
miniscule thing but it makes all of the difference, especially to our campers.  
 
I have gained so much from serving as an AmeriCorps member. I have a deep passion and 
admiration for our campers and the line of work we do. I have built personal skills that I will be 
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able to utilize in future careers and I think, most importantly, I have learned the value of each 
and every individual. Everyone has something to give to the world. There is a great deal of 
variety in this life, and aren’t we lucky to experience that variety. I would not trade this 
experience for anything. I have learned a great deal about myself as a person and a great deal 
about our campers. I feel incredibly blessed to have served as an AmeriCorps member. 

 
Alyssa Jameson is a junior at UW-La Crosse with a therapeutic recreation major, minoring in 
psychology. Someday, she hopes to be an Occupational Therapist. 

 

 
The Value of My Service 

Emily Jones 
Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 

US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
I truly got so much out of serving my term at Respite Camp this past semester. Working with 
people with disabilities has given me so many gains and brought me so much joy. Whenever 
you tell someone about the work you do they respond with “wow, it takes a special kind of 
person to do that,” or “That says something about you. You give them so much.” While these 
are kind words, what I really want to respond with is “no, the people I work with are special,” and 
“they give me so much more.” 
 
Not to minimize the service that we do because there are many virtually sleepless nights, high 
stress situations, and times when you are so busy that you have to miss lunch or do not have 
time for a shower. You can be stretched thin and your flexibility and patience is often 
challenged. Through these challenges, we all grow and succeed with skills that not everyone is 
able to acquire in their lives. I can proudly say that I feel adept to handle anything that is thrown 
at me, and I feel confident in my ability to remain composed under pressure.  

 
When speaking with others about my term of service I do admit to them that it is probably the 
hardest work that I have done, but I never fail to mention that it is honestly the most rewarding. 
The people that we get to serve never stop teaching me, bringing me joy and showing me more 
value in the world than I have ever imagined. Without a doubt, any positivity that I can give to 
them during our times at camp comes back to me tenfold. Whether it is seeing the joy on the 
face of a boy who uses a wheel chair while he is partaking in a game that he might not get to do 
at home, or helping a girl complete a craft that she is proud of and cannot wait to show mom 
and dad. Words cannot explain the feelings you have while a camper snuggles up to you after a 
great day at camp, seeing a huge smile spread across the face of someone who usually does 
not smile; or successfully encouraging someone to sing karaoke or dance at the dance with the 
knowledge that it helped them have the best weekend ever. And at the end of the weekend, 
speaking to relieved parents of campers is a satisfying return for our effort because the parents 
know their children were in good hands while they were able to have some free time, and the 
children had a great time in the meantime. 

 
So, the next time someone tells me how much I have done for the people I serve for at camp, I 
will explain to them how much more they have done for me. 
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Emily Jones is from Weston, WI and has a BA in English and a BA in Political Science from 
UW-La Crosse.  
 

 

Wawbeek Are We 
Laura Josephson 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
My summer at Camp Wawbeek has been absolutely unforgettable. I have met some truly 
amazing people—campers and coworkers. The phrase “Wawbeek are we” comes from the 
camp song, and sums up the sense of belonging you feel at camp. Everyone is willing to work 
together to make things happen that others once thought impossible. My favorite memory from 
the summer is one at the ropes course, where a camper was struggling to climb the tower. After 
a while of saying he couldn’t do it and wanting to come down, one of the ropes staff said he 
would climb along next to him. This encouraged him and together they climbed to the top of the 
tower. This experience made me realize what a wonderful place Camp Wawbeek is. With just a 
little help, anything is possible. The camper that climbed the wall was thrilled that he was able to 
reach the top and had a blast going down on the zip-line. I am so grateful for all the memories I 
have from my camp experience and will continue my service in the future. 
 
Laura Josephson is a sophomore at UW-Madison majoring in pharmacology; she plans to 
attend medical school and study neurology. 
 

 

Friends for Life 
Kathryn Kendzior 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
Working at Camp Wawbeek this summer has been a really wonderful, life-changing experience. 
I have learned so many great skills, and I have walked away from camp with a new perspective 
on life. Having the opportunity to spend several months working at Wawbeek has helped me 
realize just how much every single person has to offer. Campers have endless stories to share 
and love to give to others. 
 
A particularly special moment happened for me my second week working at camp. I met a 
woman who shared some very personal information with me and told me how her living 
conditions at the moment were anything but pleasant. When I went to give her a hug after 
chatting with her, she broke down crying saying that nobody ever gave her hugs, not even her 
own parents. She told me just how much my time I spent with her meant and how she looked to 
me as a role model and a good friend. It made me realize how camp truly brightens the lives of 
our campers and really is their second home. They cherish every moment that they have with 
their new friends that they make, and they get to have experiences that they do not get the 
chance to have on an everyday basis.  
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I am so grateful to have had the opportunity to serve as an AmeriCorps member at Camp 
Wawbeek, and I have made so many memories that I will never forget. I hope to return to 
Wawbeek in the future as well to visit all of my new friends, campers and staff that I have met 
this summer. 
 
“We are from Wawbeek, Wawbeek are we.” 
 
Kathryn Kendzior is from Inverness, Illinois, and is a junior at University of Illinois Champaign-
Urbana studying Speech-Language Pathology.  
 

 

TJ Goes to Camp 
Claire Kidney 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
It was TJ’s first time at camp, and he was pretty nervous about it. His mom dropped him off 
telling me that he was really attached to her because of surgeries that he had had when he was 
younger. He was 12, and this would be his first time away from home. TJ came in the second 
kids’ week at Camp Wawbeek, and the first two days, he cried most of the time, saying that he 
“just really missed his mom,” and asking when we were going to call home. But on Monday 
afternoon, we went down to the ropes course. 

 
He went on the come-along chair up to the zip line, and I could tell that he was really nervous. 
He kept saying as they got him set up in the come along, “I’m being brave like Spiderman for 
Mom and Dad”, and he went down the zip with a bigger smile on his face than I’d seen from him 
that week. If I hadn’t realized it yet, that moment reaffirmed the impact that this camp has on 
campers.  
 
TJ had never been on a zip line before, and he was incredibly excited about the fact that he got 
to go at camp. For the rest of the week, he was willing to try new things and go out of his 
comfort zone because he remembered when he tried the zip line, he loved it. On Friday, he told 
his Mom that he had an amazing time and wanted to come back next year. His mom was so 
excited and thankful that it had gone so well. She loved hearing about all the things he got to try 
at camp and was surprised to hear that he had tried the zip line, telling him how proud she was. 

 
The things that this camp does to make things accessible for its campers are incredible. I was 
shocked when I would go on town trip and couldn’t take some of my campers into stores 
because they have steps to walk in or the aisles aren’t big enough for a wheelchair. Even when 
I came home, I started to notice all of the places that aren’t wheelchair accessible. I never really 
paid very much attention to it before, but now, I notice. And what I notice is that camp might be 
the only place that campers go that they feel like equals.  
 
Camp Wawbeek taught me a lot of things. It taught me about love and friendship, loyalty and 
accountability, but most important in my opinion, camp taught me about equality and how small 
adjustments can make a task or activity doable for anyone. When I really think about that day, 
the fact that TJ got to go on that zip line is amazing in itself, and I am forever grateful for Camp 
Wawbeek for changing my perspective on people and on life. 
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Claire Kidney is a sophomore at Purdue University. 

 

 
A Sky Full of Stars 

Katelyn Klieve 
Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 

US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
It sounds cliché, but the things I have gained from serving at Easter Seals Wisconsin Camps 
this summer are immeasurable. I have learned that there is so much more that goes in to 
serving than anyone can truly understand until they have served and given 100%. I have 
learned that there is no greater bond than the one created by going through service together. I 
have learned that some of the best times and memories come from what seem like the most 
small and undesirable tasks. A lot of parts of service I have known my whole life. I love to serve 
others and I pride myself on being there for people whenever they need me. But, one of the 
most important things I learned about service this summer is in order to serve others you need 
to serve yourself. You cannot go through it alone. 
 
I’m sure most people have stories about how a camper has changed their outlook on life and I 
have plenty of those stories too, don’t get me wrong, but my story isn’t about the people being 
served at all. It’s about those doing the serving. This summer I met some of the most amazing 
people I may ever meet in my life. Without them, I would have crashed this summer. You see, 
most people at camp learned that serving others is incredibly important, or that it has a huge 
impact, but I already knew these things. What I didn’t know was how important it was to allow 
others to serve you.  
 
I have always been independent and I most likely always be. Asking for help has never been my 
forte. One night my friend found me crying, feeling overwhelmed beyond compare, and wanting 
to quit. When she came over to the picnic bench I tried to play it off like I often did, but with no 
success. This girl knew I was not okay and she wasn’t going to rest until I was better. As the 
summer went on she taught me that it is okay to ask for help, it is okay to do things for yourself, 
and it is especially okay to let others do things for you. I’m so grateful that I was able to return 
the favor for her one night as she sat under the stars and cried. I got to explain to her all that 
she had taught me.  
 
So I may not have learned the usual things from camp this summer, and I know service is 
supposed to be about impacting others, but sometimes we need to take a step back and see 
ourselves first. 
 
Katelyn Klieve is a sophomore at the UW-Eau Claire majoring in Special Education. One day 
she hopes to be a special education teacher in an inclusive school. 
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Wawbeek Forever 
Taylor Leibfried 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
I am often asked to describe my summer at Camp Wawbeek and I am frustrated by this 
question because I cannot begin to put this summer into words. People often say that 
experiences have “changed their lives” but this summer truly changed mine. 
 
Every week I found myself devastated that it was Friday. Saying goodbye to every camper was 
always a struggle, but saying goodbye to the ones I had really bonded with broke my heart 
every time. Campers often said thank you after helping them in the shower or readjusting them 
in their wheelchair, but I could not say thank you enough to all of them for all they have given 
me. This summer I learned patience and true gratitude. I learned that people who have had 
some hard times can be some of the most appreciative and cheerful people I will ever meet. I 
now understand trust and what it means when someone trusts you with their life. I understand 
joy and happiness and being part of that happiness is a feeling that nothing will ever measure 
up to.  
 
Serving at Camp Wawbeek this summer has given me everything. I have a new outlook on life 
and a new approach to every problem. I learned more about the world and more about myself 
than I ever thought possible. I may have given Camp Wawbeek a few things, but nothing will 
ever measure up to the laughs, the memories, or the relationships that Camp Wawbeek has 
given me. 

 
Taylor Leibfried is from Clinton, WI and is a senior at the University of Wisconsin–La Crosse 
hoping to obtain a Masters in Social Work. 
 

 

From Cocoon to Butterfly 
Joanna LeMay 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
Serving at Respite Camp this summer has been an eye-opening experience.  
Despite the dramatic, misunderstood, and stressful situations I’ve been in there, I don’t regret 
choosing it as my first program to serve in. I’ve met so many new friends at camp. Not only have 
I become friends with fellow counselors, but campers too. I was able to break from the social 
anxiety I’ve dealt with for years and show how outgoing or fun I can be. With all the things I’ve 
accomplished there, I know I can complete almost anything else in life if I put my all into it. I look 
forward to serving in future programs within AmeriCorps! 
 
Joanna LeMay is a cat lover who loves to make people laugh. 
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A Purpose in Life, a Purpose in Service 
Mark Lisowski 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

Prior to my service with the Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership, I had become 
interested in AmeriCorps for the opportunity to do service with a nationally-renowned 
organization. I wanted to be a part of something bigger than myself, to give back by offering my 
hard work, dedication, and heart to ideas less popularized presently. I discovered the 
opportunity at a community fair hosted at my alma mater, Ripon College, through the Easter 
Seals Wisconsin’s AmeriCorps member serving as their Volunteer Coordinator. Within hours of 
attending the fair, I began correspondence with them, eager to begin serving. 

 
I jumped right in, beginning the tasks of serving as a Respite Apprentice. The concept was 
simple: work one-on-one with your camper, taking care of their needs and assisting them in 
having fun at camp. The service, however, was oftentimes very challenging, testing one's 
patience and ability to assist the campers. Having grown up with a sister with a disability, I 
figured the work would present modest challenges at times, but overall would be simple. My 
sister was and still is really easy and fun to be around, despite her disability. The capacity in 
which my colleagues and I served, however, not only brought me to and over some thresholds 
of comfort, but constantly made me question: can you do it? 

 
Granted the service was not easy at times, I made my way through the term of service, taking 
away experiences and life lessons that I can never forget now that I have completed it. There 
were times when I felt that a mere 48 hours, the duration of a Respite weekend, would not pass 
and that I would be suspended in time; each minute passing with my knowing of it. But with my 
experience, and with the wisdom of our AmeriCorps team being shared throughout the 
weekends, I came to understand my purpose as a Respite Apprentice. 

 
The sole piece of wisdom I find myself reflecting on constantly was shared with our team by our 
Camp Director, shortly after one of our campers passed away suddenly. He remarked to us that 
when he attended the funeral, he noticed that all of the pictures on this particular camper’s 
photo board were from camp. She loved being with us, and salvaged purpose in her life from 
the fun she experienced at camp. I came to think much on this camper's passing, and realized 
through more service with Easter Seals Wisconsin as a Respite Apprentice what my purpose 
was in serving with them: giving people less privileged than me some part of me and my time so 
they could experience purpose in their lives. In this realization, I then knew that I first decided to 
serve through AmeriCorps to discover a moment like this, to know my purpose in serving. 

 
Mark Lisowski wants to help others realize their potential in life. 
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How the World Should Be 
Taylor Mattson 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
This summer at camp proved to me that this is how I want to spend the rest of my life. I want to 
spend my life being around individuals who will change my way of looking at the world and bring 
a smile to my face. That is exactly how I spent this summer. I gained a new group of people that 
impacted my life dramatically. This new group helped me see the world in a different way, their 
own way, which made my world a happier place to see. Yes there are still problems, but with 
such amazing people filling your world, how could you be disappointed? 
 
One such eye-opening way of looking at the world happened to me when a girl I had gone to 
school with since middle school came to camp. I had remembered having classes with her in 
middle school, but once high school came, I lost all sight of her. My school experience was 
severely limited due to the segregated classrooms for students with disabilities. I missed out on 
so many possible experiences with not only this camper but with every other student I did not 
see or meet throughout my schooling. Seeing her at camp, with new people and friends, made 
me realize how much I had actually missed out on. It proved to me that an inclusive classroom 
is exactly where I see myself working for the rest of my life. I don’t want my future students to 
look back, see someone they could have known, or question what could have happened, 
because they missed out on meeting some incredible individuals. Camp opened my eyes to 
how the world should be, and inspired me to do all I can to change the world to fit that ideal in 
the best way I can.  
 
Taylor Mattson is a senior at UW-Madison majoring in education and hopes to teach middle 
school in an inclusive classroom someday. 
 

 

Stepping Into Others’ Shoes 
Demiree McAlpin 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
AmeriCorps has given me the opportunity to find myself through serving others. I went into the 
program wondering what I wanted to do with my life and left knowing the direction I wanted to 
take. I have met individuals from across the globe and have seen what many have not. I am 
blessed to have given this opportunity and could not be more satisfied with my service.  
 
AmeriCorps gives you the opportunity to step into someone else's shoes and take a walk with 
them. This is what I experienced all summer: people sticking with each other no matter the 
circumstance. I have hundreds of stories and more memories than I could live to tell. 
 
I believe everyone should try AmeriCorps because it will change your life and your perspective. 
It was the most rewarding service I have ever had the chance to experience and I could not be 
more thankful. Thank you AmeriCorps for blessing me with the best summer if my life.  
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Demiree McAlpin is a junior at UW-Oshkosh studying Kinesiology. 
 

 

The Most Rewarding Summer 
Chelsey Metzger 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
When thinking about what I’ve gained by serving for AmeriCorps, many things come to mind. 
Not only have I gained knowledge about a vast array of diverse people from all over Wisconsin 
and the world, but I’ve also gained knowledge myself. Coming into the AmeriCorps Respite 
Apprentice position, I was never really a complete “people person.” I never really associated 
with so many people in one setting, especially those who have challenging behaviors. I learned 
to work with those with the most challenging behaviors that I had ever encountered. I also 
gained a sense of accomplishment knowing that I could help those with challenging behaviors 
out and still have a great time doing so.  
 
An experience of mine serving at Easter Seals Wisconsin tells a lot about my time there and 
about how much of an impact I’ve had on others, and that’s with my very first camper, Casey. It 
was my first week and so naturally I was nervous as could be, just as everyone else was. The 
stories that I had been told by staff members was that he was not easy to handle, that he was 
aggressive, and would not like me. This didn’t help my nervous situation any because I didn’t 
feel prepared, but as soon as I met him, I knew we would get along. Casey and I were actually a 
lot alike, despite what others had thought. The week that I spent with Casey was the best week 
that I had ever had up until that point. He instantly became my best friend and we shared an 
awesome week together. He showed no behaviors like I had been told. I thought to myself, 
“Wow, I must be doing something right!” and that eased my nerves completely. Afterwards I was 
told that he had not had a week that great since coming to camp, and the feeling of pride and 
accomplishment overwhelmed me.  

 
I realized that very first week that I was meant to be there. I gained knowledge about how to 
approach situations, no matter what you’ve been told by others, and I’m thankful I now go into 
situations without pre-conceived notions and give 100%. Another thing I gained knowledge 
about in regards to myself was that I actually do have more patience than what I had previously 
thought. Working with individuals who have disabilities, I’ve learned that I’m ready for anything 
life throws at me. I’ve gained skills such as communication, behavioral tactics, and self-
discipline by serving with AmeriCorps that I would’ve never gained anywhere else. By serving 
for AmeriCorps, working with amazing people such as my buddy Casey, I’ve gained experience 
that will help me later in life as I pursue a career in youth development, specifically at-risk youth, 
juvenile delinquents, and foster children.  

 
Chelsey Metzger is a senior at Purdue University studying Law and Society, History, and 
Psychology. 
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Better Reflection 
Nefertari Miller Wallace 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

The first thing I do when I wake up is look in the mirror. Nonetheless, I never deeply think about 
the person I am or want to become when I see my reflection. Before Respite Camp, I saw just 
Nefertari: someone who wanted to get ahead in life and had a good head on her shoulders, as 
well as a nice head of hair. I’m sure most people would agree these same inklings came to mind 
about themselves when they look in the mirror. 
 
The first things I thought to myself about camp were, “What did I get myself into? Is this really 
the right place for me?” I quickly realized this was somewhere I needed to be. Camp has taught 
me to be compassionate, considerate, and patient. Not only have I obtained better qualities, I’m 
truly inspired. I’ve experienced so much joy by watching people with disabilities soar beyond 
everyone else’s expectations, including my own. Not only did I affect campers’ lives, I was able 
to give the families peace of mind.  
 
Now when I look in the mirror I still see Nefertari, but I see deeming qualities that make me the 
bodacious, caring, and honest people person I have always wanted to become. I feel proud of 
what I accomplished this summer and I will eternally display my newest and best attributes 
about myself. 

 
Nefertari Miller-Wallace is a second year at Alverno College studying Biology and Chemistry, 
working towards becoming a Dentist. 
 

 

The Time of Your Life 
Jaclyn Nauracy 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
U.S. Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
After graduation, I decided to join AmeriCorps to serve individuals with disabilities as a Respite 
Apprentice. I had no idea my life was about to change. Two quotes I came across really explain 
what I got out of serving. The first is, “You never know how strong you are until being strong is 
the only choice you have.” The second is, “If it doesn't challenge you, it doesn't change you.” 
Since the first day I knew the summer would be challenging. In the long run, the challenge 
taught me how strong I actually was. I found the confidence in myself that I never knew I had. 
After serving, I learned how one person can change so many lives just by giving others the time 
of day and believing in them. I can honestly say that being an AmeriCorps member has 
changed my life, and it also changed my views on serving others for the rest of my life. “Life 
begins at the end of your comfort zone.”  
 
Jaclyn Nauracy’s goal is to assist individuals with disabilities in attaining their personal goals 
and improving their quality of life.  
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Communication Happens in Millions of Ways 
Sarah Nolan 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

A dream that I always dreamed of when I was younger came true when I started my 
AmeriCorps position. It has always been my dream to be a camp counselor, but I could never 
give up my summers to do this. Going to camp eight weekends out of the semester was the 
perfect schedule for me.  
 
When looking back on my term it was hard to pick out one of my most memorable moments. 
One that I will never forget is having a camper that was deaf. At first I thought it was going to be 
hard to communicate because I am not fluent in sign language, but I know the basics. One of 
my co-counselors is going to school to be an interpreter but was coming to camp late. At first I 
was struggling trying to communicate with the camper, but the next day the camper was signing 
my name and out of nowhere found me in passing and gave me a hug. This made me feel like 
even though I couldn’t totally communicate with her, she still felt that connection with me. I 
enjoyed watching the camper interact with her counselor and loved learning new signs 
throughout the weekend.  
 
I have been around individuals with disabilities my whole life, but I had never before 
experienced working this closely with this population. I have learned so much from this 
experience such as how to handle different types of behaviors, having patience, how to use a 
G-Tube, transferring campers, and just interacting with campers. This is an experience I will 
never forget!  
 
Sarah Nolan is a recent graduate of UW-Whitewater with a degree in social work. 
 

 

Blank Slate 
Kenneth Penzkover 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

This is my second term serving at Respite Camp. The biggest change from summer to fall for 
me was that I grew to better my own disposition toward the campers. I have always loved the 
campers, but during the summer I had had preconceptions and concerns going into each week 
from what I read or heard about the campers. That changed this fall and I think it was one of the 
best learning experiences I had at camp. 
 
My first weekend, I had a cute little boy who was very easy to adore. He liked activities, had a 
great friendly disposition, and loved hugs. I had a wonderful weekend and so did he, and the 
other staff commented at how different his weekend was from the usual because I had treated 
him the same as any other camper. At first, I did not realize the importance of this to the 
success of the weekend, but it was the most important thing I did that weekend. 
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My third weekend, my camper was very different. At first I was unsure of how the weekend 
would go since he did not like large groups of people and preferred being on his own a lot. I 
decided to try the same thing that I had done with my first camper: be friendly and encourage 
him to go to programs and participate as much as possible in the camp experience even though 
he had a history of not doing so. 
 
To my joy, he responded very well and got involved in lots of arts and crafts activities. He did 
activities his way, slightly distanced from everyone else and drawing different things, though he 
still participated. He ate meals and slept well. He had a fantastic weekend and so did I. It was 
this concept of treating every camper with the same friendliness and willingness to try new 
things with them that enabled me to do this. 
 
By trying new things, I was able to get my campers to have a good weekend while greatly 
enjoying my time with them. Getting rid of predispositions and having an open perspective are 
very important and I will remember that not only for future visits to camp but also for meeting 
new people everywhere. 

 
Kenneth currently works in caregiving and intends to further his career in that field. 
 

 

Memories Will Last a Lifetime 
Elissa Perez 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
Us Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
My experience serving in AmeriCorps was amazing I would do it every year if God gave me the 
chance. It brought joy to my life having to opportunity to change so many lives this summer. I've 
gained many tools that I can use to be successful. If I’d be given this opportunity again I would 
take it. Serving with AmeriCorps has been the most positive and life-changing experience that 
has ever happened in my life. I've found myself and grown as an individual thanks to 
AmeriCorps.  
 
Elissa is a junior in college majoring in biology who hopes to one day become a doctor. 

 

 

Coming Home to Camp 
Dani Polewko 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
U.S. Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

Writing about camp will never fully do it justice. What makes camp so magical is the little 
moments, like holding a camper’s hand or helping them finish a meal; however, it’s also the big 
moments, like seeing a camper ride on the tractor for the first time or watching someone who 
uses a wheelchair go down the zipline. And that’s why, for many people, camp is everything. 
 
Some of the campers have been coming to camp for more than 50 years, and I thought that 
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sounded crazy at first. Now I’m jealous. Sometime during my two summers here at Camp 
Wawbeek I fell in love. I get it. If I can, I want to come to camp for the next 50 years. Camp feels 
like my home. It feels like the place I’m meant to be. Leaving this year was so much harder than 
last year because camp has become that much more special to me. The campers are hands 
down the most amazing people I have ever met. 
 
I think the moment that I realized my home and my family was at camp was one morning in the 
lounge before breakfast. I walked in very quickly to check on a camper that I have developed a 
special relationship with over these two summers, and he grabbed my hand. He doesn’t always 
like touching people, so this was a bit out of character for him. He simply grabbed my hand and 
held on. 
 
But then he wouldn’t let go. That’s what got to me. I waited a minute before I told him that I had 
to go help other people and he just kept holding onto my hand. So I stayed. We didn’t say 
anything else out loud in those few minutes, but I felt like we told each other so much. 
Something shifted that day, in my mind and my attitude about camp, just because of an 
unfamiliar touch from a friend that has come to mean so much to me. 
 
Dani is a junior at Cornell College studying art education with new plans to continue working 
with people with disabilities. 
 

 

My Reflection 
Tory Ryan 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
This semester at Easter Seals Wisconsin has taught me so many things about what kind of 
service that we provide here. The families of our campers appreciate that while we give them a 
break we do different things with their family member. I had a camper this semester who has a 
single dad. To see how thankful he was that he could get a break, knowing that his son was 
being taken care of and there’s nothing to worry about while he is at camp is great.  

 
Our camp stays true to its name in Respite Camp because we honestly give our caregivers and 
parents a huge break. It’s great to see how happy we can make their loved ones and how happy 
we can make their parents at the same time. There are not many places you can send your 
loved ones with a disability and they be taken care of and they can do what they want to do.  

 
Easter Seals Wisconsin has made me grow as a person. It has made me more responsible as a 
person because we have to meet the needs of our campers. It has given me a new 
understanding of what people with disabilities or other abilities are like. Most people do not 
understand them and so they do not give them a chance. When they come to our camp they are 
given the opportunity to be around other people who do accept them and want to be around 
them.  

 
This is a great place and I am glad that I got to spend my semester serving here through 
AmeriCorps. AmeriCorps teaches a lot of great things that make you improve as a person in 
general. You learn so much from yourself and fellow AmeriCorps members.  
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Tory Ryan continues to work with individuals with disabilities, and hopes to enroll in college 
soon. 

 

 

Ah-ha Moments 
Breanna Schaedel 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

In the short time we have been here at Respite Camp, it had made me realize the person I am 
on the inside. You see people at their best to their worst. You see the real talents people have, 
and learn to cherish them as a family. If you can’t be yourself anywhere else, camp is where you 
are accepted no matter what background you come from.  
 
I have never felt completely accepted by the crowd around me. Respite Camp has opened my 
eyes to so many things. As many other people in the world, I felt like I needed to help people 
with disabilities because they might not be able to do it. This group of amazing people can do 
everything we can do, just a little differently. I feel like if everyone had this opportunity their eyes 
would open to so many things. I remember a time when one of my first campers, was tying her 
shoe. Five minutes had passed and she was still on the loop part. I asked her if she wanted me 
to do it instead. She looked up at me and said, “No! I can do it! I promise!” I let her keep trying. 
Fifteen minutes went by and she had finished. She looked up at me with the biggest smile on 
her face, and she said “See I can do it myself!” That was the moment I knew this place was for 
me. She appreciated the smallest things. My eyes were opened by this little 13-year-old girl.  
 
My last camper was this 21-year-old woman who wouldn’t say a word to me, except for “yes.” 
Her mother had told me not to be offended if she didn’t look like she was having fun or enjoying 
herself, she did not know how to show emotion properly. Her mother also told me she did not 
make friends well, and was all around a very shy girl. The first three days were hard with her 
because she never wanted to do anything. But, as we would walk around camp and she saw 
everyone around her she started opening up, little by little. Wednesday she was talking to 
everyone on camp like she had known them forever. She said “they are all like me!” She was 
smiling and laughing. I will never forget at the dance she came up to me and hugged me and 
said “thank you.” She let herself open up to everyone at camp, and was so happy. 
 
Camp changes so many kids and adults lives; it is amazing to see firsthand. I never thought 
camp would mean so much to them and their caretakers. Camp changed my outlook on people 
with disabilities.  
 
This is Breanna’s first year serving with AmeriCorps and Easter Seals Camps and finds that it 
could not have been a more positive and life changing experience. 
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Camp, You Can’t Do It Just Once 
Alexandra Schepp 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

I first heard about camp through my university, and I was very interested from that moment on. I 
wasn’t sure that I would do it more than once, but I was very wrong after my first time at camp. I 
fell in love with everything about camp, the campers the individuals that I work with and the 
families of our campers. I knew that this was something that I wanted to be a part of, something 
greater than myself and unlike anything that I have been a part of before. The difference that we 
make as AmeriCorps members for our campers and families is greater than I ever could have 
imagined. I first started off as a volunteer for several weekends, including two weeks in the 
summer. Then I took my next step as a Fall AmeriCorps Respite Apprentice. 
 
Camp changed my life. I really mean it when I say that. For me, camp is the only place that I 
feel like I can make difference and it matters. At camp I learned more about myself than I had 
ever before. I learned to build on my strengths and use them to my advantage, but I also 
learned to improve from my weaknesses and make them into strengths. Camp also made me 
very aware that people are people. We come from all walks of life and we are different, but we 
have the greatest thing in common, we are all human beings. I also learned a lot about all of the 
campers that we serve at camp as well as their families. Being part of camp makes me really 
proud of the work and service that we do. All of these reasons are why you can’t do camp just 
once. 
 
Alexandra is a senior at the University of Wisconsin- La Crosse majoring in Therapeutic 
Recreation with an emphasis in Gerontology. Someday she wants to own an Assisted Living 
Facility or day center for individuals who have a disability. 
 

 

Rewarding Summer 
Jennifer Schlimgen 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

The hardest job you will ever love. This is what someone who worked at camp told me when I 
asked about serving at Easter Seals Respite Camp and is a very accurate description of my 
summer. For one of my campers, it was his first time at camp and being away from his family. 
His mom was very nervous to leave him.  

 
I fell in love with this camper the moment he got there, but I could tell mom was hesitant to leave 
him. Luckily, Mom let her son stay at camp and we had an amazing week. This camper never 
stopped moving from the moment he got up usually around 5 am until the moment he went to 
sleep at 8pm. One day we ran the trail from Respite Camp to Camp Wawbeek three times and 
someone at camp told me that running it once is about three miles. The best part about this day 
is the third time that we ran the trails the camper was finally tired out and with about a half mile 
left me to carry him the rest of the way with him giving me a great big bear hug the whole way.  
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I have so many great memories from that week from the early morning wagon rides to the fact 
that campout night he wanted to explore the trails more, so we ended up having supper at a 
campsite by ourselves. It was a dinner for two and it was a ton of fun. I got really close to this 
camper especially because for the first four days of camp I was the only person that he would 
talk to and he would only talk when it was the two of us. This made me feel like we had a 
special bond. The best part of the week by far for me though was when his mom who had called 
camp every day came to pick him up. Mom told me she cannot wait to sign him up for camp 
again.  

 
Camp was hard, but it was rewarding. 

 
Jennifer is a junior nursing major at Viterbo University. 
 

 

Continuing Camp 
Jennifer Schlimgen 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

This summer I did my first AmeriCorps term at Easter Seals Wisconsin Respite Camp. I loved it. 
When at camp people who worked other summers said that when you go back to their family 
and friends explaining what they did that summer is impossible. I had an amazing summer and I 
wanted to tell everyone. The people at camp were right though. Nobody other than those who 
work at camp understands camp. So I was missing camp and couldn't explain it to anyone so I 
came back for another term. I have come to fall in love with camp and the campers. I came back 
and had a great second term. 
 
Jennifer is a junior nursing major at Viterbo University. 
 

 

The Potential of Respite Camp 
Stacey Shaw 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 

 
Serving AmeriCorps at Easter Seals Wisconsin Respite Camp has been such an amazing 
opportunity. Over the last 5 months, I have met so many wonderful people and in my service 
have been able to create new and memorable relationships with not only campers, but with their 
family and caregivers as well.  
 
Respite Camp weekends give campers the time to relax and have fun, while also giving them 
the chance to try different things and make friends. It has been truly inspiring to watch both 
campers and counselors grow and learn from each other in a fun, safe camp setting. 
 
Easter Seals has been a rewarding experience and the memories and lessons learned there will 
positively impact everyone involved. I was always looking forward to the weekends, and would 
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count down the days until camp. It is a bittersweet moment to be ending my service, but I hope 

to be able to volunteer and return in the future.  
 
Stacey is a graduate of University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh and has served two terms at Easter 
Seals Wisconsin from September 2013 to May 2014. 
 

 

A Thoughtful Thanks 
Megan Shultz 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

Coming to camp this summer I didn’t really know what to expect to gain from this experience, 
but I gained way more than I ever thought I could. There are many things this summer that I 
have realized and one of the biggest things I thought about is the impact that camp has on a 
family. I work with a camper for only a week and everything that I help the camper with is 
something that the family has to do every day. The week I really thought a lot about this was 
when I had my first camper in a wheelchair. This was the first time I served someone that 
required full assistance when it came to personal care, so I was a little nervous but knew I could 
handle it well. He arrived with one a caregiver on Sunday but on Monday his family stopped at 
camp to see him, and that was where I began to see that my service was making an impact. 

 
I got to meet his mom and dad and also his aunt and uncle. To see how happy my camper was 
when he saw his family was simply amazing. I had not seen him that happy since he had been 
at camp and to see him smile that big was awesome. We walked with his family around camp 
and spent time together for a little while until they had to leave. When his mom was talking with 
him I got to see some of the little games he liked to play, like hide and seek with his hand, which 
was awesome. They thanked me for my service many times as they were leaving but a week 
later they also sent me a thank you card. It was something unexpected but it meant a lot to me 
that they took time out of their day to write to me was very thoughtful because it was something 
they did not have to do. This showed me really how important my service is to the families of the 
campers I am helping. I have gained way more from my experiences with campers then I ever 
thought possible and I am greatly blessed to have this chance of a lifetime.  

 
Megan is from Lena, Illinois. She is a Business Administration and Economics major at 
Monmouth College in Monmouth, Illinois.  
 

 

Remind Me Again Why I'm Doing This... 
Deanna Sobieski 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

AmeriCorps has taught me a lot. Over the course of the semester, I’ve learned even though I’m 
young, I am still a valuable person in my community and even the smallest charities I give make 
a difference. I’ve learned more about myself and the person I want to become. 
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I think one of the most memorable moments of my AmeriCorps apprenticeship was the 
weekend I was programming. Because we were short staffed that weekend, I was given the 
responsibility to hang out with two campers as well. Although it was stressful programming and 
caring for two campers, I think it was the most fun I’d had at camp since the summer. I quickly 
found out I would need the help of my fellow AmeriCorps members to ensure the weekend ran 
smoothly and everything was taken care of. Of course, they were extremely willing to help and I 
was incredibly thankful to be a part of a group like the one we had. With the support of the other 
staff, the weekend ran exactly as planned and all the campers had a wonderful time. Many of 
the campers showed up to every program and seeing them interact and relax was enough to 
keep a smile on the counselors’ faces. Not only did the campers have a blast, but the 
counselors did too. It’s one of the most rewarding experiences; to know I had such a huge part 
in creating such a safe and entertaining environment. 
 
At many times during that weekend, I found myself in a state of panic, thinking, “How am I going 
to host a program and look after two campers?” But there was always someone nearby willing 
to help out with whatever I needed. The way our AmeriCorps team worked together was 
phenomenal and I wouldn’t have been able to do it without them. 
 
Although it was stressful, I look back on the weekend and smile because at no point was there 
any time to be bored. My campers and I were always doing something fun and enjoying our time 
together. It definitely renewed my love for camp and the work I do. 
 
Deanna is a caregiver and a teacher at WILC, a school for young adults with autism, who hopes 
to one day found her own college for young adults with autism. 
 

 

An Experience of a Lifetime 
Alan Strom 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

Never in my life would I believe my path would take me to a camp serving people with 
disabilities. My goal in life has always been to work with player personnel for an NBA franchise. 
With all my requirements met to graduate with my degree fulfilled except for an internship, I 
decided to send in an application to Easter Seals Wisconsin in hopes to land the AmeriCorps 
sports and games programmer position and to work with those with disabilities. Sending in that 
application was the best decision of my life. 
 
I never had experience with people with disabilities or personal care, so when I got to camp I 
was frightened that I would be terrible. The first week of camp came quick, and I was assigned 
the double duty of counselor and programmer. I fell in love with my camper and fell in love with 
coming up with great programs that the campers enjoy. Most of the other weeks on camp, I was 
a floater, so I spent time with many campers becoming friends with them and learning about 
different types of abilities. Making friends with so many campers is a blessing. Even growing up 
I did not know many people with disabilities let alone spend so much time with them. I have 
learned so much about disabilities and learned a lot from the campers as well. 
 
Camp has given me the privilege of learning new skills in life that I am very happy to have 
learned. From driving tractors, to g-tube feeding, it’s always great to have a very wide range of 
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skills that I will be able to take home with me. 
 
This summer has been an experience I will treasure for the rest of my life, knowing I have 
contributed to the disability community and enjoyed myself while doing so. Serving at camp has 
bettered me as a person. 
 
Alan is from Kensington, MN, and is a recent graduate of Bemidji State University with a major 
in Sport Management. His goal is to work for a pro franchise in the NBA. 
 

 

Camp Demands a Change 
Torey Tomsovic 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

“What didn’t I get out of serving?” would be a more appropriate question for my particular 
experience. Camp wouldn’t have been anything my former self would have considered to be a 
possibility or even manageable to complete: a new place, new people, and completely out of my 
comfort zone. This was the something different I had been waiting for, an opportunity to get out 
of my bubble and do something. I had to do it. I’ve struggled a long time coming into my own, 
and completing anything I start. I never felt like I had belonged anywhere. Camp changed me. In 
a mere three months, I’ve become mentally turned around and driven for life. 
 
I have so much appreciation for my not so perfect life. I have opportunity and privilege that 
others don’t and I really made that realization this summer. 
 
Coming into this you aren’t really a hundred percent sure what it will all be like or well you will 
handle what is all going to be thrown your way. Lord knows that I struggled at points of this 
service, but I smiled, I laughed, I felt a genuine warming in my heart, I felt needed and I got to 
connect with amazing people. I would have never got to known what this feels like, if I didn’t 
complete my summer of service at Easter Seals Wisconsin.  
 
I’ve learned a lot about people as a whole, and I’ve made real friends. This is something I have 
lacked my whole life. I’d never take back a single moment of this experience good or bad. It’s 
molded the mindset I have now. I know now that my life will lack fulfillment if I’m not doing my 
best to help and understand others. AmeriCorps gave me an opportunity to be the kind of 
person that I want and need to be. That is something I am forever going to take with me and be 
thankful for.  
 
Torey is not headed to a set destination in life and instead is going places and experiencing all 
kinds of things. 
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We Are Respite, Mighty Mighty Respite 
Zak Vander Hoek 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

I never thought that one place, one service, would change my life. Even while applying to be an 
AmeriCorps member, I never thought that Easter Seals would change how I looked at life. After 
completing one summer, I couldn’t have been more wrong. Respite Camp changes the way you 
look at everything in life. I learned so many things this summer. 
 
The number one thing that I learned while serving at Respite Camp is responsibility and 
helpfulness. Before the summer, I was barely responsible for myself. After the summer, and 
serving people with disabilities, I have learned to accept responsibility for everything that I do 
and all the actions of my campers. I have learned that there is no better joy than helping those 
who may need some assistance in their daily lives.  
 
I also learned what it means to truly make a difference in someone’s life. Plenty of times, I was 
able to help a camper do something that they were not comfortable doing, such as going on the 
ropes course and helping them exceed their own expectations for themselves. Serving for 
Easter Seals Wisconsin, you also begin to realize how much this one week makes a difference 
for the families of the campers. They get to do some things that they normally couldn’t do, and 
trust that their loved one is receiving the care they need. 
 
Finally, I learned that everyone is truly special, not special needs. Every camper brought 
something new to the table. While they required some care, I learned to appreciate all the little 
things that make them special and to not think about their “special needs.” Every camper I had 
this summer changed my life. I have learned patience, responsibility, gratefulness, and 
helpfulness.  
 
Camp was a whirlwind of a summer. I experienced every emotion possible, and learned so 
much along the way. I could not be more grateful for my opportunity to serve people with 
disabilities, and am so glad I took this opportunity. Every week the Camp Director would talk 
about how many lives we changed, and it took some time for me to realize that my life was one 
of those changed along the way. 

 
Zak is from Pella, Iowa, and is a junior at Western Illinois University studying Biology in the 
hopes of becoming a conservation biologist. 
 

 

Open Eyes, Open Heart, Open Mind 
Lauren Walker 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

My experience serving as an AmeriCorps member at Easter Seals Wisconsin Respite Camp 
was unlike any other I had encountered in my life. I came into the position assuming I had seen 
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much of what there was to see when interacting with those with disabilities. I was very wrong, 
and I like to think of this position as opening my eyes, heart, and mind when I thought they were 
already wide open! 
 
Through training, I got to know my fellow AmeriCorps members so well that I was simply in awe 
of the vast array of people from different backgrounds and walks of life that were around me. I 
felt so humbled to be among the type of people that would even think about signing up to do this 
type of service. We all felt a connection so early on, that it made serving with them easy and 
natural throughout the rest of the summer. 
 
As campers came and went, I learned a lot about this underserved population. I saw the eager 
chaos of a mother dropping off her two boys, ready for her week of respite, and the concern of a 
new camper’s parents leaving their child for the very first time in his/her life. Regardless, I felt 
the same for each and every caregiver and camper that walked through our doors; they all 
deserved a break of different measures. Whether it was the week of relaxation and little 
obligation for caregivers, or the week of fun, making friends, and experiencing new activities for 
campers; all was worth the long hours and high responsibility that this position entailed. 
Most of all, I learned a lot about myself. I saw what came naturally to me, what pushed me to 
my limits, what negatively and positively affected me, and what changed me through this 
experience. I notice how I am affected by the way people talk about this population outside of 
camp. I often find myself correcting others on the terms they use and try changing their views 
towards the abilities of those with disabilities, rather than their inabilities. I grew a strong sense 
of patience, a key skill among others that I learned at camp! I feel much more grateful for the 
healthy and opportunity-filled life my family members and I enjoy. I plan to continue to use these 
privileges as a way of serving those in need, and spreading the knowledge I have gained 
through my AmeriCorps experience for years to come! 
 
Lauren is a third year undergraduate at the University of Wisconsin-Madison with a kinesiology 
major in hopes of attending a Physicians’ Assistant graduate program. 
 

 

Mighty, Mighty Respite 
Sarah Walker 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 

 
"We are Respite, mighty, mighty Respite." This is a line from a camp song that I sang at the top 
of my lungs hundreds of times, never really listening to the words or finding meaning in them as 
they came out of my mouth; however, after I left camp I found myself humming the chorus in the 
shower, in the car, or even walking down the grocery aisles. The more I think about those lyrics; 
the more they make sense to me.  
 
I learned after coming to Wisconsin from Tennessee this change was the greatest adjustment I 
had ever undergone. I came to camp alone knowing no one, but as time passed I met people on 
a different level than I had ever met people before. We slept in the same rooms; we ate at the 
same tables, and I spent nearly every hour of the day with the exact same people. Our bonding 
experiences were under extreme circumstances, and for this I am thankful. This small period of 
time allowed us to become a team, or something like a family. We skipped the small talk and 
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just started to learn and love each other, we became Respite Camp Summer Staff 2014. 
Naturally times did get tough working under these bizarre conditions; you were bound to ruffle 
someone's feathers. At the end of the day we were all there for the same purpose, to serve the 
campers and nothing else really seemed to matter. We were there for the campers and at times 
that could get tough, we just changed our mindset to remember we were there for the families of 
the campers. We were a team, and we were mighty as a whole; we could handle almost any 
situation.  
 
In the grand scheme of things I doubt I will ever have the opportunity to work with such a mighty 
and strong group of individuals, like I did this summer. This experience was one I will never 
forget and one that can never be replaced! In May I did not exactly want to go to camp and by 
the end of July I absolutely did not want to leave! I now understand the meaning of the song and 
all the lyrics stand for; it brings a large smile to my face every time I catch myself singing it by 
habit. 
 
Sarah Walker is a fifth year student at Tennessee Technological University studying 
Comprehensive Special Education and will be completing her student teaching and graduating 

May 2015.  
 

 

Everyone Can Serve 
Brittany Walters 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership 
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
Serving for AmeriCorps has changed my life. I served individuals with disabilities and provided 
them with a fun environment, as well as cared for their needs. Easter Seals is my second home. 
I have worked at camp for the entire summer of 2013, served my 1st term of AmeriCorps during 
the fall weekend sessions, and have now completed my 2nd term of AmeriCorps during the 
spring weekend sessions. I fell in love with camp from the day I started, and it will forever hold a 
place in my heart. 
 
The main thing that AmeriCorps provided me with was an opportunity to serve individuals with 
disabilities. Before serving at Easter Seals, I had never worked with this population before. It 
really expanded my knowledge and awareness of disabilities. I am proud to say that I enjoy 
working with this population. I learned what I can do to help individuals with disabilities at camp 
including: assisting with toileting, bathing, transferring, grooming, dressing, feeding, and 
anything else that they may need assistance with. 
 
Most importantly, I learned what I can do outside of personal care for these people. I had the 
chance to make a difference in their lives. Whether it was singing, dancing, and goofing around 
or simply relaxing and reading a book; my favorite part of camp is seeing the campers smile. I 
realized that my smile and laughter at camp was contagious. My excitement triggered my 
campers’ excitement. I loved that I could be doing something that seems so every-day to me, 
such as reading a book and it made others’ light up. 
 
Outside of the camp life, AmeriCorps has done a lot for me. I have carried on my disability 
awareness to my hometown. I now nanny for two boys with disabilities, and provide respite care 
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to others’ occasionally. I also now know that there are other opportunities for me to serve 
outside of working with disabilities. It doesn’t matter what kind of service you complete as long 
as you’re doing it to help others. I plan to help my community out in any way that I can and 
volunteer as much as possible because volunteering and serving makes me happy. 
 
Brittany believes anyone can make a difference, which is evidenced by her service.  
 

 

Second Time around the Block 
Heather Zeutzius 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership  
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 

This is my second semester in a row that I have served through AmeriCorps. I knew what was 
expected of me from the camp and from my AmeriCorps leader from what I gained the first 
semester. This spring I was really able to perfect my skills of working with others and being a 
team member and a team leader. 
 
One of my greatest memories from this spring semester was one of the group activities we did 
while in one of our group meetings. We were given long pieces of bandana and we had to write 
a quote that made us think about our term of service. It didn’t take me very long to come up with 
mine, “Lifelong memories that will change how you view the world and people.” 
 
Throughout working at camp through AmeriCorps I have learned so much about what type of 
person I am and what type of people I want to surround myself with. I learned that being 
surrounded by people who are positive and bring out a better person in myself instead of 
dragging me down are the ones to have by your side. Those are the people that will make a 
difference in your life and there were quite a few people at camp that will always stay close to 
my heart. I have made lifelong friends and memories throughout the school year serving 
through AmeriCorps.  
 
Another thing that I have learned working through AmeriCorps is that there are so many 
opportunities to work closer with your community. There were multiple workshops that I 
attended to help fellow community members, and I enjoyed the opportunity to connect with 
others. 
 
Heather Zeutzius is a graphic design student soon to be a senior in college excited to get into 
the world. 
 

 

Third Time’s the Charm 
Heather Zeutzius 

Easter Seals Wisconsin AmeriCorps Partnership  
US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
This is my third term serving through AmeriCorps at the Easter Seals Wisconsin Respite Camp 
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in the Dells. It has been a summer that will change my life forever and one that created lifelong 
memories. I met and became very close with multiple people who live different countries and 
others who live in different states. They became like family to me because I was spent every 
waking moment with them. It’s amazing to think that people from all over the world came to this 
one place to work with people who have different disabilities.  
 
We all wanted to see campers having the best week of their lives and wanted them to create 
lifelong memories as well. I try and talk about my experience working here over the summer but 
no one really understands what actually happens and what everyone goes though. It really 
takes being at camp all summer long, working 24/7 every day to truly understand camp. I will 
never forget this place no matter how long I am away and I will always have my favorite 
memories with every camper.  

 
Heather Zeutzius a graphic design student at UW-Whitewater and planning on graduating soon 
and starting off in the real world. 
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Indianhead Community Action Agency- 
Rusk County Wisconsin Fresh Start 
 

 
 

 
Two crews of ICAA Wisconsin Fresh Start AmeriCorps members build new, affordable, 

energy-efficient homes according to ENERGY STAR standards in two rural Northwestern 

counties. Homes are sold or rented to first-time, lower income individuals or families. 

Members are also involved in other community service and environmental conservation 

projects in Rusk and Sawyer Counties and on the LCO Ojibwe Reservation. High school 

diploma, HSED instruction/completion and basic skills instruction are services available to 

members. AmeriCorps members also work to develop career goals, learn adult living skills, 

and develop a sense of community through service and learning. 
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My Fresh Start 
Seth Miller 

ICAA- Wisconsin Fresh Start 
7th Congressional District 

29th Senate District 
87th State Assembly District 

 

I’d say, in general, that my experience here serving at Fresh Start is a great one. From being 
able to work on schooling towards a GED, or in my case a college education, as well as learning 
a trade of building houses offers a wide range of academic and physical experience. For myself, 
I think that my service here at Fresh start has allowed me brush up on my academic skills and 
also given me a chance to look into a college experience. The education award for any college 
that I would want to apply for after my term is a great, without it college would be much harder to 
afford. I am glad I can prepare for college while also remaining in a work environment. Serving 
here at Fresh Start gives me a chance for a great reference as well as insight on any future job 
that I may want to apply at. A great thing about this program is that even though it is academic, 
you are still able put in great community service hours building a house and give back to the 
community, while gaining work experience and also a healthy amount of exercise. Over all I’m 
glad I have my opportunity here at Fresh Start and think that it’s great that a program like this 
can help people in need or even help expand their future for a better one.  
 

Seth Miller is 24 years old. He lives with his girlfriend and her 3 year-old daughter. He takes 
advantage of the transit provided from Ladysmith to his work site to help him financially. He 
enjoys the physical activity and work that he gets in on his days spent as a member at 
Wisconsin Fresh Start. He has worked in a factory setting and hopes to move into the culinary 
field after the completion of his term of service. He enjoys spending time with his family. 
 

 

The First Step to My Future 
Bobby Moore 

ICAA- Wisconsin Fresh Start 
7th Congressional District 

29th Senate District 
87th State Assembly District 

  

I, Bobby Moore, started the Fresh Start program to improve my work skills. I started the program 
to learn how to do construction. I also want to join the United States Marine Corps and pass the 
Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB) test. With joining I hoped to learn how to 
budget my money. I also joined to help with my school and receive an education award. 
So far I learned how to read a tape measure. I also have learned how to cut and place siding, 
and how to apply roofing on a building. My goals are to become a Marine and learn how to do 
everything in construction. Fresh Start has given me the build block to help me start achieving 
these things.  
 
Bobby Moore was born in Wisconsin. He moved to Florida when he was four years old. He 
played a lot of sports growing up. He moved to Georgia when he was seven years old. He grew 
up living with his mom and dad. He spent most of his life in Georgia and made a lot of friends. 
He lived there until he was 22 years old. He recently moved back to Wisconsin and is pursuing 
his dream to join the Marine Corps.  
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What I Need  
BrieEl Zehner  

ICAA- Wisconsin Fresh Start 
7th Congressional District 

29th Senate District 
87th State Assembly District 

 
Hello my name is BrieEl Zehner. I had nothing left, fresh out of jail and pretty much on my own. I 
had my doubts about the program, but I came to realize, I loved it at Fresh Start. At Fresh Start 
the environment is very easy going, and I was able to learn during my service. I feel better about 
myself knowing I have given back to the community for the money I receive. So in all I’m 
bettering myself for my son. I like the support from my Program Supervisors; they are very 
positive mentors in my life right now. They understand my addiction compared to other places 
where I don’t get the understanding and compassion. Pretty much in all that they do they are 
molding me to be well-oiled, functioning member of society. This is why the Fresh Start Program 
should be offered to anyone for years to come. They are great people with extraordinary goals 
to help people like me to grab life and embrace it. I am embracing my fresh start. 

 
BrieEl Zehner grew up in Rusk County WI, but was born in Rice Lake, WI. BrieEl has been in 
and out of a lot of trouble in the past five years. BrieEl is participating not only in the Wisconsin 
Fresh Start Program, but also in the Rusk County Drug Court. As a result, BrieEl  attends court 
three times a week. 
 

 

So Much of My Life 
Dalton Krueger 

ICAA- Wisconsin Fresh Start 
7th Congressional District 

29th Senate District 
87th State Assembly District 

 

From the beginning of my service at Fresh Start I loved the fact that I could help people out. 
Now I’m serving at Fresh Start and have already experienced so much. I really enjoy building a 
house that will help people who need housing. Also, I’m glad to work towards getting my G.E.D. 
I have a lot of fun doing the community service because I know it helps out the community. 
Someday I would I love to help people like me who need that seconded chance. Because there 
is so much that I miss from not attempting my G.E.D. When we go do community service like 
picking up litter I get excited because it feels good to help, and I know I’m bettering myself. Also 
it’s cool that I’m working on my G.E.D because that will help me get a job that I like. 
 
I’ve learned a lot since I started here; also, I’ve met a lot of cool people. It’s so cool that we can 
make an impact in the community. I had so much fun doing the roofing. We put the water, ice, 
and tar paper down, and then we shingled it. That’s was defiantly a big learning experience. We 
always do what we have to and have fun while we do it. I’m very glad I get to have this 
opportunity. 
 
I was in a lot of trouble before this program and had a hard time finding a job. But now I have a 
program like this and I am bettering myself. I now have my own place for myself my girlfriend 
and son. Also everyone I know said they can see an improvement in me. And that makes me 
happy that people can see the change in me and totally owe it to this program.  
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Dalton is currently taking some time off after welcoming his second child. 

 

 

A new experience  
John Stage 

ICAA- Wisconsin Fresh Start 
7th Congressional District 

29th Senate District 
87th State Assembly District 

 

I recently started my service with Fresh Start. It’s going very well so far. I made it every 
day and enjoy my time there. There are cool people like Bobby and Seth that I get to 
participate with. I like working alongside of Seth because we have a lot in common and 
it makes our time during the day fly by. 
 
Fresh Start offers a lot of this for me and I enjoy it because we’re outside most of the 
time. I love to be outside working. I really like roofing work because I’m not afraid of 
heights. I think it’s a rush being that high. I also need to get my GED. Fresh Start is a 
place that is going to work with me to make sure this is something I get. I’m excited to 
have this support.  
 
John Stage lives in Island Lake. He has lived here his whole life. He attended Weyerhaeuser 
School until it closed. He changed to Bruce Scholl after that, but then dropped out. He is now 
enrolled in the Fresh Start program to get his GED. Expecting a child, John felt he could not get 
a job without his high school diploma. He feels this is program is the best way to get his life 
straight.  
 

 

Helping Hand 
Joshua Chandler 

ICAA- Wisconsin Fresh Start 
7th Congressional District 

29th Senate District 
87th State Assembly District 

 

Hi, my name is Josh. I joined Fresh Start because I couldn’t find a job. My past drug problem 
was discouraging to employers. I would rather serve with Fresh Start than work anywhere else; 
the people are supportive and understanding to what I’m going through. The work environment 
is pretty easy going and not stressful. So with that being said, I feel comfortable that I will not 
relapse. Fresh Start is helping my sobriety process and that of course is a good thing. 
 
My long term goal is to be better off in the next year than I am right now, which means I will 
have a good steady job, my own place, and continue being sober. I am hoping to get to a place 
where I can rely on myself. My biggest goal is to be more then capable to take care of my son. 
Right now I wouldn’t be able to take care of him financially. If I didn’t start my service at Fresh 
Start I would likely still not have a source of income. I would be sober though because drugs are 
unappealing to me right now. This program is just giving me one more reason to stay clean.  
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Josh Chandler lives in Ladysmith, Wisconsin and was born in Cook County Illinois. He feels that 
right now he lives a semi boring life: he is a member of Wisconsin Fresh Start, and he spends a 
lot of time at home working out and keeping himself busy. He self-identifies as a drug addict. He 
has been sober for six months. He says he is working towards getting his life back. He says he 
lost his daughter, and lost touch with his my dad, but that it is better now. He says he is happy, 
feeling good on the inside, and can’t wait for summer. He will have my son back soon.  

 

 

A second term 
Josh Knetch 

ICAA- Wisconsin Fresh Start 
7th Congressional District 

29th Senate District 
87th State Assembly District 

 

Hello, my name is Josh Knetch. I am in the Fresh Start program and this is my second term. I 
really like it here. We have a lot of fun while getting the service work done. I also enjoy Fresh 
Start because it occupies my free time and I get to make new friends. 
 
My responsibilities while here at Fresh Start is building a home for people that need housing. 
And work on my typing skills on mavis. I also get a chance to job shadow. This is my second 
term with Fresh Start. Last term I was able to get my GED. After this term, I am considering 
reenrolling for a third term.  
 
I feel that there are a lot of rewards when it comes to this program. I get to job shadow at ACE 
hardware. I have a lot of fun doing that. I help customers and organize the shelves; it makes me 
feel good when I can help out. I hope to get a job when I am done serving at Fresh Start.  

 
Josh Knetch received his GED with Wisconsin Fresh Start on his first term. He also received his 
driver’s license. He is on his second term for Fresh Start. He is working on his job skills and 
reading and writing. He lives by himself at El Rancho Courts, although his dad that helps him a 
lot. He enjoys mudding and trucks. He also likes to go four-wheeling, fishing, and hanging out 
with his neighbor Marty. 
 

 

Friends 
Tim Ladzenski 

ICAA- Wisconsin Fresh Start 
7th Congressional District 

29th Senate District 
87th State Assembly District 

 

When I started fresh start I made a lot of friends and had fun, but I left after I had enough of 
winter. I came back. It was nice to see family again. I did miss two weeks due to severe 
depression. But overall my time at Fresh Start was fun even though there are a few new 
strangers. 
 
I like Fresh Start because:  

 All my bosses are nice 

 I don’t like winter 
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 I made friends 

 I learned a new skill. 

Even though there have been a couple disagreements Fresh Start. I like everything that it offers 
to me. 

 
Tim recently moved away.  

 

 

My next chapter 
Breanna Merrill  

ICAA- Wisconsin Fresh Start 
7th Congressional District 

29th Senate District 
87th State Assembly District 

 
Hello my name is Bree. I am certainly a member of Wisconsin Fresh Start in Weyerhaeuser, WI. 
This program has changed my life so much in just the five months I have been in serving. This 
is truly a wonderful program that gives people like me a second chance at life. I don’t know 
where I would be without Chad or “Carly,” now Heather. They could not have chosen better 
people to run the program.  
  
Before I started I had no job skills. I was a meth addict on probation that just played the system 
to continue my drug use. Chad and Heather gave me hope. I had a reason to want to get clean 
and go back to school and do right. 
 
Now that I’m in Fresh Start I’ve been staying clean, and learning how to take on my problems 
more efficiently. I now feel like there is hope for me. But my hopes for myself once I leave the 
program are to have a part time job that I can be successful at and be going to school to 
become a cop. 
 
But anyways you probably want to know what Fresh Start is all about! Fresh Start is a program 
that helps non-graduates and or people how have a criminal back ground find more resource. 
You also can go to school and get your HSED or GED if needed. After your term with Fresh 
Start is completed, you receive an education award. The really cool thing is that you will love 
you service site even if you don’t like construction because we do a lot of other fun stuff. Last 
fall we went around and pick up trash in local parks and campgrounds. This winter we also went 
and volunteered at the soup kitchen, but most of the time we are on site building the triplex! 
 
I cannot express this enough: if you are just joining this program to screw the system or make 
your probation officer and family happy, and you are not doing it because you want to better 
yourself and your life, don’t waste their time. Because when you are doing it for someone other 
than yourself, you won’t care as much and won’t succeed. You will act like this place is just a 
joke. What the people who don’t think of what this program is try to play them, don’t show up, 
and don’t really care about what they are doing. You will regret it when you do want to better 
your life for you. What I’m saying is don’t join this if you are not ready, you will regret it. This is 
such a wonderful program with the most awesome, caring, and kind people you will meet who 
truly care about if you are bettering your life 
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Breanna is a self-proclaimed addict who is looking to better her life. She recently finished a jail 
term and is living with her grandparents. Her grandpa is very sick. Currently she enjoys hanging 
out with her boyfriend and his son. They spend a lot of time together as a family. She is staying 
clean and working on her high school diploma through Ladysmith high school.  
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Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps 
Afterschool 
 

 
 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool AmeriCorps members will be placed with 

afterschool programs that have committed to a case management process that promotes 

academic success, personal/social development and healthy active living for youth ages 8-

18. Members will be working directly with children as part of case management. Members 

will support and enhance healthy active living programs, personal and social development, 

provide academic assistance in schools and recruit and mobilize volunteers. Host sites are 

available across north and northwestern Wisconsin. 
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Service Knows No Boundaries 
Alyssa Lee 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
Mead Charter Elementary School 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 70 

State Senate District 24 
 
Applies new skills in numerous areas 
Miraculous gains brought on by sheer diligence and perseverance 
Empathy used  
Respect gained  
Instances so powerful they have left footprints in my mind 
Calm reassurance  
Out of my comfort zone  
Relationships with others that reach deeper than one knows 
Positive presence 
Service knows no boundaries.  
 
Alyssa Lee is a fourth year member who loves immersing herself in service as well as learning 
from those around her.  
 

 

Redirecting Impatience 
Ariani Alemzadeh 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
Marshfield Clinic Center for Community Outreach 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 69 

State Senate District 23 
 
I am only scheduled to be in the CCO on Mondays, which means from Tuesday through Friday I 
spend my mornings in Grant and Madison elementary schools. I am fortunate enough and have 
come to look forward to seeing afterschool students in their daily routines in class. I have had 
the opportunity to work with some such students, especially on my days at Madison elementary 
school (Wednesdays and Fridays), and I have learned so much more about these students lives 
than I ever would have seeing them solely at the Youth Net Afterschool program. There is one 
student, a little girl who I find myself working with more and more as of late, and the more 
familiar I become with her the more progress I find she is making. Now, this student has taught 
me two very important things about myself and the progression of learning paired with the work 
it takes to maintain a relationship with an individual who may have harder time learning than 
others his/her age. The first thing I have learned about myself is I am not naturally a patient 
person. I readily fooled myself into thinking I was, however this young girl has taught me 
otherwise. I am tested by her each and every time we work together (or how it seems to me). 
This particular student lacks motivation, which makes it rather difficult to work with her. Her 
home life is very chaotic which surely does not help any because she brings that baggage with 
her to school. My lack of patience is surpassed though by my ability to redirect her aimless and 
wandering thoughts. The second thing, perhaps more important, this student has taught me: to 
employ in myself. I can accept my impatience, but not an inability to do something about it. So, 
in working with her (even this very morning), I have found it in myself to creatively and swiftly 
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get her on the right track in as few words as possible. Her own troubles and difficulties have 
taught me when working with the spectrum of students that I do, that to treat all students the 
same would not only be a waste of time, but a waste of effort. Each student is different, which 
means each student will learn differently. It is not my job to force them to do work, but to allow 
them to see the importance and consequences of doing their work. This young girl I speak of 
may have taught me more this year than I can afford to teach her. 
 
Ariani is known by most people as Ari and moved from Marshfield from Milwaukee. Ari enjoys 
hobbies such as playing the violin, taking her dog for walks, and reading. Helping others is an 
innate and important piece of the happiness she feels.  
 

 

Play for the Fun 
Austin Kukulka 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
Nekoosa School District 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 72 

State Senate District 24 
 
Nekoosa, Wisconsin. That name might not mean much to a lot of people reading this, but to the 
people that live in the small, rural town it means a lot. There is a sense of pride to its citizens 
when the say they are from Nekoosa. Feeding this hungry pride is the football program. No 
matter what time of year it is, football is always the talk, as it is in many small towns. I, having 
lived and been a part of this town and school district of the infamous Nekoosa, Wisconsin take 
part in that pride and confidence. Now, as an AmeriCorps member, I have the opportunity to 
give back and coach. Here is my reflection.  
 
Middle school football is one of the most key times in a football player’s career. There are many 
teaching points such as, rules, and basic fundamentals/techniques they need to learn before 
they can get out under those legendary Friday night lights someday. The hardest thing to teach 
kids, I have learned from coaching, is the mindset; as you all have probably heard the 
expression, “sports are 80% mental.” Having fun with the game is what I believe the key to 
success in learning how to get mentally ready for the game of football.  
 
Last year, during Nekoosa’s 8th grade football season, I had the great opportunity to coach and 
work with kids. We had a game that from the first snap was a disaster. By the first half the score 
was….I had said to the kids “You are in the best position that anybody can be in. You get to go 
out and play, not to win, but for the fun of the game.” The opponent’s coaches were not showing 
any signs of letting up in the second half scoring just as many points as they did in the first. 
Even though the whole second half our kids played with more intensity than the first. The score 
did not show that they played their hearts out until the last play. That more than anything makes 
a coach proud and needs to be recognized.  
  
On the bus ride home from a game like that a person would expect it to be quiet, but on that 
Nekoosa football bus it was not. Every player had to tell a play of the game where they made a 
hard tackle, or made a good run, or a key block. Then when there was a silent moment one of 
the leaders on the defense says “I finally learned to play by having fun.” At that moment I knew I 
had made a positive impact on him and taught him something that he can take for the rest of his 
life. I’m sure everybody has a different reason for joining AmeriCorps, mine is giving back to the 
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youth what was once given to me as a kid and that’s why I chose this story as my reflection. Go 
out and make your difference. Thank you. 
 
Austin Kukulka is a first year Afterschool AmeriCorps member serving Alexander Middle School 
in Nekoosa, Wisconsin. 
 

 

All About the Journey 
Briana Schock 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
School District of Amery – Clubhouse 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 28 

State Senate District 10 
 
When the AmeriCorps application happened to cross my path, I was at a point of in my life 
where I was feeling very uncertain and anxious about my future. I had made the choice to move 
home from Madison and take classes online to save money, but I was beginning to question my 
choice because I felt like moving home was taking a step backward rather than forward. All my 
friends and peers were moving on, finding careers they loved, getting married and starting 
families. And, there I was, living at home. I felt like everyone was “growing up” except for me. I 
felt stuck.  
 
After reading the AmeriCorps application, I thought it would be the perfect fit because it would 
be a great opportunity to see if teaching was really what I was meant to do by giving me a 
chance to interact with a variety of kids in the school setting. When I found out that I had been 
chosen for the position, my thoughts shifted from hope and excitement to nervousness, “Oh 
boy, what have I gotten myself into?” I had never worked full-time while taking a full course load 
before. I was a little anxious, to say the least. 
  
The first couple of weeks were definitely an adjustment, but one that I was happy to make. I 
truly enjoy walking through the doors of the school every day, and I absolutely adore the kids I 
spend my days with. Sure, they have their moments when they really test the boundaries, but 
we all have our bad days. But, those bad days are forgotten when you see them light up after 
they finally grasp something you’ve been trying to teach them. There’s nothing better than 
hearing them say, “You’re the best teacher.” Or, having them run up to you and hug you saying 
how much they missed you. I really couldn’t imagine myself doing anything else. Not only has 
this experience reinforced to me that a teacher is what I am meant to be, it has also provided 
me with valuable lessons and experiences that I will use in the future. I don’t feel so stuck 
anymore. I feel like I have a purpose. I know I’m having a positive impact on the lives of the kids 
I am working with. And, a huge bonus is that the kids are having an exceedingly positive impact 
on my life as well, which is made even better by the fact that I get to serve a community that 
holds a really special place in my heart. I’ll definitely be sad when my term ends. 
 
It’s hard to say where I would be if this experience didn’t come along, but I will say this, I 
definitely wouldn’t feel as happy and fulfilled. And, I may have never met some of the wonderful 
people that I was lucky enough to meet through this experience. 
 
Briana is currently pursuing a degree in elementary education through UW-Superior. She plans 
to begin student teaching next spring. This is Briana’s first term of service and she attended K-
12 in the school district she is currently serving in. 
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Letters to Books: Making a Difference 
Candice Stanczak 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
Serving at Hurley School District 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 74 

State Senate District 25 
 
This is my second year as an AmeriCorps member serving the Hurley School District. Being 
here for another year has given me the opportunity to watch my students grow. Last year, I 
worked with numerous students in Kindergarten. We worked on letter recognition, sounds, and 
reading sentences containing sight words. It was amazing to see the growth the students made 
from the beginning of the year struggling to recognize letters to the end of year where they could 
read sentences! Being an AmeriCorps member this year has given me the opportunity to watch 
these children not only academically, but socially and personally grow. Every day, I get to sit 
down and read with these same students that are now first graders. It amazes me how much 
they have grown since day one of kindergarten. These students read books to me! I’m glad that 
I have the opportunity to make a difference in these children’s lives. 
 
In addition to watching students succeed academically, I once again was able to make a 
difference for students and families in need during the holiday season. Our school district 
received numerous gift and money donations from community members and local businesses. 
With students who I tutor and attend the after school program, we shopped for gifts for these 
children who may receive little or no gifts this year. Also, our school held a food drive, collecting 
non-perishable food items for families in need. It was the best part of the holiday season 
knowing that I was part of making this a brighter time of year for those in need. 
 
Candice is a second year AmeriCorps member and has a bachelor’s degree in Elementary 
Education. 
 

 

Explorers 
Christine Adams 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
Chippewa Falls School District 
U.S. Congressional District 3 
 State Assembly District 67 

 State Senate District 23 
 
“The best way to find yourself is to lose yourself in the service of others.” – Mahatma Gandhi 
 
Coming into my second year of AmeriCorps, I had learned from my first year with AmeriCorps 
NCCC that the only constant is change. The experiences are constantly changing and I’m 
grateful I had the experience to work with the City of Boulder Open Space and Mountain Parks 
clearing irrigation ditches in Boulder, Colorado. I had the opportunity to mentor troubled middle 
schoolers in the heart of Denver. I served at Ferncliff Eco Center construction building in Little 
Rock, Arkansas, and I worked with Wildlands Restoration Volunteers all over Colorado. Serving 
in these completely diverse places helped build my confidence to say the least. Working in a 
team atmosphere had taught me a lot about myself. Traveling to different regions in the United 
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States was priceless. I met wonderful people that I cherish, and I learned to have faith in myself 
that I could do or learn any new task at hand is and was a humbling experience.  
 
My second year applying was a vast change. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was signing up for in 
my second term. I knew that applying for a State & National program was going to be different, 
being in one place for the whole term, but I’m so grateful it worked out the way it did. I get to 
help out and serve in the school district and focus with an afterschool program called Explorers. 
I mentor 2nd grade kiddos that are behind in their grade level literacy, math, and they teach me a 
lot about myself. They want your attention; they want to be first; they are brutally honest (which 
is what a lot of people need); they will have meltdowns; they will refuse to work; they will cry; 
they will have triumphs; and it’s amazing how I have learned more about myself and can be a 
help for them too. I can be their shoulder to lean on and someone they can count on when 
there’s no one else to. 
 
Christine will greatly miss the children she gets to work with in Explorers, but after her term she 
plans on going to school for medical assistant in pediatrics. She loves working with kids and 
being a part of a medical field environment. She thanks AmeriCorps for all the growing 
experiences she has had that she will continue to grow from. 
 

 

Choices Matter 
Hannah Frost 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool  
Boys & Girls Club of the Greater Chippewa Valley 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 91 

State Senate District 31 
 
Serving with the teens at the Boys & Girls Club has really helped me define my goals for my life. 
Going into this opportunity, I knew that I loved working with young adults and that was about it. I 
was graduating, but had no idea what I wanted to do next. Once I started at the club, my favorite 
programs quickly became those involving life skills, decision making, and community service. 
 
Every day, I get to teach teens skills that not only help them right now, but help them make sure 
that their future is everything they want it to be. I show them how the things we do here are 
applicable outside of the club as well, like how to cook a healthy meal for your family or how to 
help a friend who wants to hurt themselves. I teach them how to interact positively with the 
people around them and how to best represent themselves to a future employer. And when they 
have their own issues and need someone to talk to, I listen. Later on, I follow up. I talk to their 
teachers, their families, and the members themselves about how well the club is serving them 
and what more we can do. And I really feel like I’m a positive influence on their lives.  
 
I’ve realized that I want to spend my life making sure that communities and schools are 
educating their young adults about making good choices. And when good choices aren’t being 
made, I want to be the one to intervene not only with the youth, but with their family. I know that 
I’ve been changed by AmeriCorps and the teens here, and I know that after I’ve left, my teens 
will have better lives having known me. I love that feeling. 
 
Hannah is a first-year AmeriCorps member who is graduating with her Biology degree this 
spring. She loves teaching kids about healthy choices and decision-making skills. She intends 
to use her education award to pursue dual master’s degrees in social work and public health. 
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Journey 
Hannah Martell 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
Mead Elementary Charter School 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 72 

State Senate District 24 
 
Service journey 
Challenge, learn, grow, and expand 
Encourage, guide, and love 
Relationships 
Community 
Teamwork 
Bravery 
Serve. 
 
Hannah Martell graduated from the University of Minnesota Duluth with a degree in Psychology. 
She is serving in her first term with AmeriCorps and will begin her master’s degree in Art 
Therapy and Counseling after her year of service. She loves rock climbing and painting. 
 

 

1700 Hours When We’re Done!  
JoAnna Giraud 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
Marshfield Clinic Center for Community Outreach 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 69 

State Senate District 23 
 
1700 hours seems as though it will never add up – you begin your service with 0. 1700 hours to 
give back, to do something meaningful and to make a difference, 1700 hours doesn’t seem so 
daunting now. Make a difference; serve your community; a chance to leave your footprint and 
do what so few do: volunteer. Not only volunteer but take a year of your life to serve others. A 
servant heart, that’s something I have. Care for others and help people; that’s always been my 
dream, to help people. 1700 hours to live out my dream!  
 
JoAnna is a first year AmeriCorps member. She is originally from Sparta, WI and graduated 
from Winona State University with a Bachelor of Science, Health Promotion. Her hobbies 
include spending time with her dog Hazel, friends and family as well as spending time outside 
doing a variety of activities.  
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Adventurous Journey 
Lee Vang 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool  
 River Heights Elementary School  

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 29 

State Senate District 10 
 
AmeriCorps is an adventurous journey full of knowledge and excitement. Therefore, this 
journey’s success comes from the individual efforts. Serving as an AmeriCorps member has 
helped strengthen my interpersonal skills to pass through numerous obstacles. During the 
beginning of the term I was a person with little self-confidence and poor organizational skills. As 
my term continues I have gained confidence and improved organizational skills. Furthermore, I 
accomplished various tasks and put into practice my time management skills. In order to 
practice my skills I set a schedule and design programming promptly. This journey has evolved 
me as an individual into a totally different person. 
 
I’m a Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps member in the Afterschool Programing serving at the Boys & 
Girls Club of the Greater Chippewa Valley-Menomonie Center. What I do on an everyday basis 
is helping out the River Heights Elementary School students surpass in their academic, 
developmental, and social skills. Settling into a new site has been a great experience. There 
were challenges that our site has faced, but we worked very hard to overcome the challenges. 
I’m glad I’m part of the team and was able to aid this new site grow by recruiting members, 
distributing information, and setting up a booth at different schools in the community. I’ve seen a 
lot of parents lighten up when they heard the news. A quote I will remember from a parent was 
“Wow, how do I enroll my kids? I was once in the Boys & Girls Club and I enjoy it.” I was glad 
that we have parents that were once in the Boys & Girls Club and understand the impact this 
organization could do to their children. 
 
Serving a non-profit organization is rewarding, every penny is well spent and going straight to 
the programs. I enjoy serving in a non-profit organization knowing that the money spent to 
benefit the future of these kids. These kids, I’m serving one day will be our police officers, 
doctors, lawyers, governor, and presidents. I’m glad they choose Boys & Girls Club to help 
assist them in their developmental stage of life. 
 
Lee Vang is a graduate from the University of Wisconsin-Stout with a bachelor’s degree in 
applied science and a minor in psychology. This is Lee’s first service term with Marshfield Clinic 
AmeriCorps. After the term of service, Lee hopes to continue his education at Northwestern 
Health University in Minnesota focusing on a post-baccalaureate program to pursue his dream 
of becoming a pediatrician. 
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Making an Impact 
Max King 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
 Mead Elementary Charter School 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 72 

State Senate District 24 
 
I’m sure most Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool AmeriCorps members can attest that 
getting paperwork from parents can be one of the most challenging part of service. I had one 
parent in particular who I was not able to get paperwork back from for a long time, and I had 
heard from teachers that they had the same problem ever getting anything returned. One day I 
was working with the child whose parent wasn’t returning the paperwork, and I suddenly see 
this very large man walking my way. It was the child’s father. He asked if I was Mr. Max, and I 
hesitantly said yes knowing that I had just sent something home telling him that I need the 
paperwork completed immediately. Afraid that he was going to tell me that he wasn’t going to fill 
out that paperwork and that it was a waste of his time, he instead thanked me. He thanked me 
for working with his kids and said my name had come up at home and the kids talked highly of 
me. He then told me that he would get that paperwork to me within the next couple of days. 
 
A couple weeks went by and I still hadn’t received the forms. Then a month went by. It took five 
weeks from our initial interaction with a few reminders to get the paperwork back. When I got it, I 
was relieved and quickly looked it over to make sure that everything was completed. On the 
optional questions on the form, one of the questions asked if there was any family drama. The 
father then described how this child had been taken away from his mother who had left them at 
home by himself when he was just an infant, and that the mother had been dealing drugs out of 
the house while the house often didn’t have running water or electricity. The father had then 
taken custody of this child and his brother. After that section, there was a line written across the 
page and underneath the parent said that I was a hero at a time of need in his son’s life just by 
being myself and that I was something that was really helping and a real extra support for him. 
Once reading those words, I knew that my service was worth it because I had positively affected 
the life of someone who needed it. 
   
Max King graduated from Beloit College in the spring of 2015 with a double major in psychology 
and public health. He is from the Stevens Point area and is looking to further his education in 
the upcoming years and to become a school psychologist.  
 

 

The Ripple Effect 
Miranda Wood 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
 Wisconsin Rapids Area Boys and Girls Club 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 72 
 State Senate District 24 

 
The best thing about teaching is the belief that by sharing my own interests and passions, I will 
have a positive impact on a child’s future. Luckily for me, one of my strengths has always been 
math. Somehow mathematical concepts seem to fit together in my head in a way that is rare for 
most people. Because of this skill, it makes it that much more fulfilling when I am able to 
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demonstrate my own comprehensive way of thinking to a child. For example, one of my 
students, who recently had been struggling to keep up with her math homework, came to me for 
help during our afterschool homework lab. 
 
At the time, the class was working on a basic understanding of fractions- why four quarters 
equal one whole, how two sixths can be the same thing as one third, etc. She was beyond 
confused. The class would soon move on to adding and subtracting fractions and story 
problems, but she hadn’t yet wrapped her brain around the fundamental concept of what 
fractions are. So, my eyes lighting up, I dug in.  
 
We talked about every classic example of fractions I could think of, pizzas, clocks, cakes, pie. 
We cut out slips of paper to make visual fraction bars and compared the different segments with 
rulers. We drew pictures, we made up story problems, and through it all we ended up talking 
about much more than the basics. Without even realizing it, we had worked our way past basic 
concepts and on to adding, subtracting, solving and simplifying. Though she first asked for help 
out of frustration, she would now ask for help out of curiosity. I started introducing her to new 
concepts without fully explaining them, and with pride she would work it out all on her own.  
 
This week, she is ahead of her classmates by two pages in her math book, and when she gets a 
math homework sheet, her teacher asks me to change the numbers for her to make it more 
challenging. While I believe that the moral of this story lies in the impact of one-on-one teaching, 
I realize that parents and teachers are not always able to give that kind of undivided attention to 
one child. That’s where I come in- and where the true success of the AmeriCorps is revealed. 
Because at the end of the day, all it takes is one child with a newfound love of math to change 
the world.  
 
Miranda Wood is an AmeriCorps intervention specialist and tutor at the Wisconsin Rapids Area 
Boys and Girls Club. She graduated from the University of Wisconsin- Stevens Point with a 
bachelor’s degree in Family Life Education and plans to pursue her master’s in School 
Counseling.  
 

 

Daily Joys 
Remington Nystrom 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
 Alexander Middle School  

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 72  

State Senate District 24 
 
This is my second term serving as an AmeriCorps member. Most people have asked me why I 
signed up for a second term of service. It certainly was not for the money. The reason I signed 
up for a second term was because of the kids. Each and every day is something new and each 
and every day has its own joys with these kids. I have the pleasure of working in the middle 
school alongside the teachers in the classrooms during the day and the kids come down to my 
classroom after school for our after school program. I really enjoy working with middle school 
kids because they are that age where things are changing and they are trying to find 
themselves. The other great thing about being in the school during the day is that I have the 
opportunity to build relationships with their teachers. They are getting to the age where you can 
have fun joking around with them or have a conversation with them but yet they are still young 
enough where they are willing and wanting to still learn. 
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I said that each day has its own joys with these kids. Well, let me give you an example. A couple 
of weeks ago we took the 6th, 7th, and 8th graders on a field trip skiing, snowboarding, and 
tubing at Bruce Mound. The requirements for these kids to go on this trip were that they could 
not have any missing work and no grade lower than a D. These guidelines were set for the kids 
when the permission slips came out 2 weeks before the trip. One of my students in my 
afterschool program loves snowboarding yet he was failing a couple of classes and had many 
missing assignments. This is also a student who is very distracted by everything around him. 
With the two weeks he had to make up his work to join this trip he started working very hard and 
started to make up those missing assignments. When the day before the trip came he still had 
two assignments missing but had gotten his grades up to passing. We sat down after school 
and finished those two assignments but he was already told earlier that day he could not go on 
the trip. I called on of his teachers and told him about how this student had been working very 
hard for me after school and that we had completed all of his missing work. The teacher had 
agreed that he had seen a change in this student in the classroom as well and decided to let the 
student attend the trip. When I got off the phone and told the student he could now go, his face 
lit up with excitement. Those are the daily joys that make this worth it each and every day! 
 
Remington is always excited to work with kids, which is evidenced by having counseled church 
camp for almost 9 years along with Remington also serving as the youth leader at an a local 
church. AmeriCorps has been one more joy to add to Remington’s list. 
 

 

Who Will Write the Next Great American Novel?  
Rita Young 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
 Marshfield Clinic Center for Community Outreach 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 69 

State Senate District 23 
 
“Good Morning, Mrs. Young,” students chime as I walk into a classroom. It never crossed my 
mind that students would be calling me that. I didn’t go to school for education and I don’t have 
a teaching certificate or license. I do have a Bachelor of Arts in English though. Throughout 
college I often dreamed that when I graduated I would write for a newspaper and after work sit 
in coffee shops and write the next Great American Novel but, that hasn’t happened yet. 
The last few years have been a bit of an exploration for me. I graduated from college, got 
married, and moved to a city where the only person I knew was my husband. I didn’t know much 
about the community or what career options were available to me. I had a few jobs before I got 
to where I am now. I became a mentor at the Marshfield Clinic Youth Net program in the fall of 
2013 and that is how I learned about the AmeriCorps position. I was encouraged by other 
AmeriCorps members and my supervisor to apply. I went back and forth for a while on whether 
or not I really wanted to serve. Even though I was unsure, I still sent the application in and 
started preparing for any interview that I might get.  
 
Since accepting the AmeriCorps position, my career path has changed. There is nothing else 
that I would rather be doing this year than serving the youth of my community. AmeriCorps has 
brought me closer to the community that I live in and made me feel like I have a purpose in this 
community. I’ve lived in Marshfield, Wisconsin for three years now and I am finally feeling like 
this is home. At this time, I can’t imagine calling anywhere else home. The students that I get to 
work with have had an impact on me. They’ve helped me see what my true passions are and for 
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that I will be thankful. I’ve relearned that giving what I have to those who may have less is a 
rewarding experience and it makes our community stronger.  
 
Who knows, maybe the students that I am working with now will write the next Great American 
Novel!  
 
Rita Young is a Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool member serving with the Marshfield 
Clinic Youth Net. Rita enjoys cuddling with her cat and taking her dog to the park. 
 

 

Amazing Person Experience 
Yer Yang 

Marshfield AmeriCorps Afterschool 
Boys & Girls Club of the Greater Chippewa Valley 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly Distract 29 

State Senate District 10  
 
In the spring of 2014, I started an internship at the Boys & Girls Club in the Greater Chippewa 
Valley- Eau Claire. I’d enjoyed my time at the club and loved working with youth and 
adolescents. As an intern, my responsibilities were mainly to discipline the members but also to 
be able to interact with them during programming. I applied for the AmeriCorps summer VISTA 
position at the club at the end of spring. At the end of summer I was offered an AmeriCorps 
position for the Boys & Girls Club in the Menomonie area. When the school year began, the 
AmeriCorps members at the Boys & Girls Club in the Menomonie Center didn't have a facility to 
work in yet so we did our serving in the Eau Claire center. Since I already knew the members in 
the Eau Claire club it wasn't hard for me to get use to that club and later change once the 
Menomonie club opens. Once the Menomonie club opened it was exciting and hard at the same 
time. It was exciting to have our own club and know that we would be providing help to young 
children in a different environment and new setting, but it would also be hard to leave all the 
wonderful members at the Eau Claire club.  
 
As I started at the new club, I was pretty nervous because it was a brand new facility and in a 
school setting. The club in Eau Claire has their own building and facility to work from, but here in 
Menomonie we have to share a building with the school district. We didn't feel very welcome the 
first few months by some of the teachers. But as we continued to recruit members and the 
members expressed how they love and enjoy our club, the teachers started slowly to welcome 
us. Also, the principle of the school was open to what we had to say and had always supported 
us. Now that the school faculty is starting to understand what our club is all about. 
 
Being an AmeriCorps member has given me great experiences serving the Boys & Girls Club. 
Not only am I getting amazing experience, but I’m able to start saving to pay my college loans. 
Serving as an AmeriCorps member I don’t have to worry about saving money on the side to pay 
off school loans and trying to make a living at the same time. Although working as an 
AmeriCorps member I only get paid a living allowance, I am still getting great work experience. 
Sometimes it’s not about how much you are making but how much you can make a difference in 
someone else’s life. I know that As long as I fulfill my service hour commitment that my student 
loans will get paid off eventually. 
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Yer is a positive person and very much full of enthusiasm. Yer enjoys working with others and 
making a difference in other’s life. Yer is pretty flexible in terms of work activities and tends to 
work well with anyone. 
 

 

Serving Me 
Carrie Quinton 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
 Shell Lake School District  

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 25 
 
Squirrely, goofy, greasy haired, a little smelly, interested in girls, and behind in this schoolwork – 
that describes Sam, a typical 6th grader. As an AmeriCorps member, working in the afterschool 
program, I had sent home a letter to all the 5th and 6th grade parents introducing myself and the 
opportunities that the Afterschool Program provided - homework help, social growth 
opportunities, and physical fitness - to put it in a nice neat nutshell. Sam’s mom was the first to 
sign him up. He had just moved to our school and had changed school districts several times in 
his short school career and had even been home schooled for a while. His reading and math 
scores were several grades below 6th grade. We had our work cut out for us.  
 
Today, after months of working together, Sam trusts me – he REALLY trusts me – with 
anything, from success to failure, from girls to grades. His mom trusts me to help bridge the gap 
between the classroom and home and to help get Sam’s homework done. Sam’s teacher trusts 
me to help guide Sam in good afterschool choices. I think I’m the winner everyday…I get to 
hang out with a great kid. I get give back to a community that has given so much to me, even if 
it’s just in a small way. This is just one example of the rewards I get from my AmeriCorps 
Service. I’m a proud member serving my community but truth be told, they are serving me. 
 
After working in the corporate world for 20 years, Carrie Quinton is happily serving her 
community in the Shell Lake School District afterschool program. She is currently enrolled in 
graduate school to renew her teaching license and plans to return to teaching. 
 

 

I Cannot Leave Just Yet… 
Alyssa Berschneider 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool  
River Heights Elementary School  

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 29  

State Senate District10 
 
This AmeriCorps term has been awesome. I have been with the club for three years now. 
During my first two years I had been a volunteer, practicum student, and summer staff. This 
year as an AmeriCorps member I have learned so much more about a non-profits. I have had a 
great experience serving this term. Meeting so many people and learning about opportunities of 
the community.  
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I have very much enjoyed getting to know the children that we work with; building such small 
relationships and bonds with the children. They do not know it now, but someday these small 
relationships will make a huge impact on them. 
  
To think about leaving these kids who just have started in the Boys & Girls Club is very sad. So 
sad, that I am going to serve another year at my site.  
 
Alyssa is in her senior year at the University of Wisconsin-Stout majoring in human development 
and family studies with a minor in disability services. She would like to one day work with older 
elementary school aged children with cognitive disabilities such as Autism. Alyssa enjoys laying 
around with her two kittens, Milo and Marvyn, when time permits.  
 

 

Retirement Plan: America’s Domestic Peace Corps 
Patricia Hall 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool  
 Boys and Girls Club of Jackson County 

U.S Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 31 

State Senate District 92 
 
It has never occurred to me that life itself could ever be anything less than service to others, 
especially service to children. I have always thought it would be a humbling, yet noble endeavor 
to serve in the Peace Corps in some aspect of reaching the lives of youth. After college, 
marriage, raising children, and now enjoying grandbabies I never thought that dream of joining 
the Peace Corps would ever be possible; especially at this time of my life when most people are 
getting ready for retirement. Nevertheless, when I heard at the Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps 
Afterschool Program Orientation that this organization was actually considered America’s 
“Domestic Peace Corps,” my heart leapt. I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that this was 
where I would plant my hands, my heart, my mind and my feet for the next year (and possibly 
beyond) as I faced the task of planning the next quarter of my life’s journey: My Retirement into 
Further Service.   
 
I have served youth throughout my career as Parent Educator, Mentor, and Citizen Advocate. I 
recently went back to school again to acquire a Special Education Teaching License to continue 
in the last phase of my life to serve children with disabilities. I knew when I started I would need 
a second job to support myself when the time came to student teach. Three weeks after I 
started student teaching, I received a call from the Jackson County Boys and Girls Club with the 
news that they had a Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool position available. I briefly 
recalled that this was the organization that my oldest daughter served with when she was in 
college. I called her and she assured me it was the same and AmeriCorps had been a great 
experience for her and also a great educational funding support. She encouraged me, “Mom, do 
it, this is perfect for you. Don’t even hesitate.” I just smiled and of course I didn’t know what it all 
entailed but trusted those who were gifting me this unexpected opportunity to serve. I did go for 
it. And now in the middle of my service year I can join my daughter and say, “This too has been 
an extraordinary experience.” Nevertheless, the joy comes when I sit with the teens, the youth 
and laugh with them, cry with them, teach them, hope with them, dance with them, play with 
them, watch them try, watch them succeed, and watch them watch me. I am still learning from 
them, still hoping for them, still dreaming a future with them, for them and by them. Yes, still 
serving. What fun, what a work, what a great “Domestic Peace Corps.” So I ask you: Planning 
your life, planning your service, planning your career and yes, maybe even planning your 
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retirement? Well then without hesitation: Think AmeriCorps. In my case: The best retirement 
into further service that I could have ever been gifted with. 
 
Patricia Hall is an alumnus of the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse Campus. (B.S. in political 
science and Masters MEPD). She is the mother of four grown children and grandmother of eight 
grandchildren. I am a portrait artist, singer, songwriter and above all an advocate of children’s 
right to happiness.  
 

 

Attitude, Attitude, Attitude!! 
Donna Wishowski 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool  
 Bruce Public School 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 87 

State Senate District 29 
 
As an AmeriCorps member serving in an Afterschool Program I knew working with students who 
were falling behind in their subjects would be challenging. I would have to build a team of 
individuals to encourage them and keep them on task. We would have to work hard to keep a 
positive attitude and celebrate the smallest of successes if we were to make a difference. We 
would need to train our eyes and ears to look for changes in their attitude, academic 
performance, and life skills gained. 
 
Now that I am in my second year as an AmeriCorps member serving the Bruce School in the 
Afterschool Achiever Program I can reflect back on what did make a difference to students. We 
began by naming our program, “Afterschool Achievers.” This positive name set the tone for the 
students. I recruited positive, patient, persistent school and community members as my team of 
mentors. These mentors encouraged the students and praised their achievement. Classroom 
teachers offered referrals, assistance, feedback and suggestions. Some of the students we had 
in our first year of ‘Achievers’ are no longer in the program. They do not need to be, they have 
attained the skills to keep up to their grade level. Other students are back for the second year 
because they are still requiring additional assistance. These students are working hard as they 
receive homework assistance, encouragement and positive adult interaction.  
 
Is afterschool programming challenging? YES! Is it rewarding? YES!! Does it make a 
difference? YES!! 
  
A: Afterschool Homework Assistance 
C: Children 4-8th grade at Bruce Public School 
H: Helping in subjects where students are falling behind 
I: Individual community based volunteer mentors and teachers to work with the students 
E: Encourage, encourage, encourage!!! 
V: Verifying student’s needs and progress with classroom teachers 
E: Energy focused on academic performance and positive life skills 
R: Rewarding student achievement 
S: Student focused 
 
Donna lives in Northwestern Wisconsin. She is an avid outdoorswoman and a mother of two: an 
amazing daughter and son. She is also a grandmother to five ‘almost perfect’ grandkids! She 
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holds an Associate’s Degree in accounting however she has spent the majority of her career in 
human service type fields. 
 

 

The Yard 
Emily Slovnik 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
 Boys and Girls Club of Jackson County 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 92 

State Senate District 31 
 
Small towns share a different culture than any other place in the world that I have lived: abroad, 
large cities, small cities, and the country. Black River Falls, Wisconsin has been the only place 
in which I have struggled so strongly that I have felt like a stranger in my own skin. Upon moving 
to rural Wisconsin I was given some advice as to what the atmosphere of the town might be like. 
To put it plainly, I was told I would hate it. It is true when people say that everyone knows each 
other in a small town, it can also be said that new people in town do not always receive positive 
attention. I was a stranger, the new kid on the playground. The new kid in the yard waiting to get 
beat up.  
  
At first people tried to figure out who I was. They would ask me what my last name was and 
once they knew it was not a common family name from town they would generally go back to 
what they were doing, or sometimes ask me “Why are you in Black River Falls?” or “Get out 
while you still can.” 
 
The day I started at club, Hope, 9 years of age, gave me a small folded piece of paper that 
simply said, “Emily, you will be a good staff.” The first thought that came to my mind was that 
that was the most adult interaction I had had since I had moved to town, she was so certain, so 
professional, and so blindly accepting of ME, a stranger. At that point I felt that my job would not 
be as trying as anticipated. It took a long time to start meeting people in BRF. It took an even 
longer time to gain the acceptance of all of my kids at the Boys and Girls Club, their parents, 
and their teachers. But once I was initiated into the yard, things got better, I got beat up a lot 
before that time came, but the reward was greater than the initial battle.  
 
Emily is a graduate of University of Wisconsin-Parkside with Bachelor’s Degree in the social 
sciences. Her area of study was and continues to be Latin American and Western African 
politics. Her thesis was spent researching and living with the Zapatista communities of Chiapas, 
Mexico.  
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Becoming a Leader 
Ryan Pritchett 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool  
Boys and Girls Club of Chippewa Falls 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 67 

State Senate District 23 
 

When I joined AmeriCorps, I was unaware of what I was really getting myself into. I had never 
read an article about it; I had never seen it on the news. Yet, here stood this organization full of 
people working and volunteering their time in service to their communities. When I learned that 
they were struggling for service members, I stepped up to plate ready to take on the challenge. 
What stood before me was far greater than I could imagine. 
 
My AmeriCorps term started with a rocky start. I was brought into the Afterschool program to 
serve at the Boys and Girls Club. I had no previous experiences at Boys and Girls Clubs so 
most things were new to me. I was given little instruction and was expected to hit the ground 
running. With no instruction, I was forced to adapt my ingenuity to the situation at hand. Long 
nights were spent in the beginning researching programs ideas, and how I can tailor my 
programs to have an impact on the young people I was working with. As I started to lead and 
develop my programs, I faced many challenges.  
One challenge was overcoming behavioral issues. We at the club are understaffed. Many times 
have I been thrown into the gauntlet of 40+ members and asked to run my programs. It is no 
easy task; corralling all of the children and having us run one program. Much of my time was 
spent not actually running the programs but trying to prevent injuries and arguments. I 
recognized that if I am going to be able to run these programs, I am really going to have to 
make a change in my leadership capabilities. It started with setting the tone; I needed everyone 
on board for my programs to work. It has taken time, and is still a work in progress, but things 
have strongly progressed in the success of the programs I am running. 
After reflecting on my service to the community thus far, it is amazing to see the 
accomplishments in the youth that I am working with as well as my own personal 
accomplishments. Joining AmeriCorps has really changed my perspective on what it takes to be 
a leader and how one person can make a difference. 
 
Ryan is a student at the University of Eau Claire studying international business. 
 

 

Leaping In 
Natasha Rotar 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool 
 Marshfield School District- Lincoln Elementary CLC Program 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 69 

State Senate District 23 
 
The age old question, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” is one that still has me 
confused at the age of 26. Determining what path I want to take in life regarding my career has 
always been a challenge because I have always promised myself to do something that I would 
love. I graduated with a psychology degree in the hopes of becoming a counselor to work with 
youth. After graduating I was not certain what I wanted to do with my degree and had difficulty 
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finding jobs related to my interests. Thankfully the opportunity to become an AmeriCorps 
member came at the perfect time.  
 
AmeriCorps has provided me with the opportunity that I have wanted from the very beginning, 
which is to work with children. Through serving as a member I know now that no matter what I 
do, as long as I am able to work with youth, I will love what I do. Children have the ability to 
make a bad day better just with one silly comment, and trust me they are full of them. Not to say 
there are not challenges that come with working with children, but it all comes down to 
developing the right perspective. I have learned to take each moment as they come instead of 
days at a time. I may have had a bad moment, but I move on and aim to make the next moment 
better. Once the after school program started that strategy came in handy because there was a 
lot of crazy chaos the first couple of weeks.  
 
The after school program LEAP (Lincoln Elementary Afterschool Program) started in the middle 
of January and we have received nothing but wonderful support from the staff, community 
members, and parents. We have large number of students that signed up for the program, 
which was a bit of a struggle at first; however, each day we are learning which the best way to 
manage it all is. Even when things may get a little crazy at times, we know we are doing the 
right thing because the children look forward to coming to LEAP, which all that we could ask for. 
It is exciting to be a part of new program, I am looking forward to see it grow and change over 
the years. 
 
Serving at Lincoln Elementary as an AmeriCorps member has been very rewarding, I have 
become a part of a team that shows nothing but love and support for their students. The staff 
that I am able to work beside everyday have taught be so much and I am very grateful that they 
have shown me nothing but acceptance and kindness. Same goes for the children, even though 
I am there to help them learn and grow, they are doing the same thing for me. I could not have 
asked to be placed at a better site, and I am excited to serve another year at Lincoln 
Elementary. 
 
Natasha was born and raised in Marshfield, WI. She recently completed her master’s degree in 
human behavior studies and she looks forward to using her degree to help serve her 
community. 
 

 

Paying it Forward 

Samuel Gershman 
Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Afterschool  

 Marshfield Clinic Center for Community Outreach  
U.S. Congressional District 7 
 State Assembly District 69 

State Senate District 23 
 

I wasn't sure what to expect out of my term of service when I joined. I knew two things when I 
signed up: one, I would be helping my community, and two, this would be different than any 
other job I've ever had. Sure, I've volunteered as a teen mentor and had a job mentoring 
individuals with special needs before, but nothing so involved as this.  
 
But this isn't just a job; it encompasses a lot more than that. You get sucked in; it consumes 
your life in the most positive way possible. The students become "your" kids. I serve with an 
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after school program, and I am constantly looking to implement new ideas and solutions with my 
students. I see what my fellow members and I are accomplishing, and I'm amazed. 

 
We've taken what was already a good after school program and made it into something even 
greater. Kids come to get their homework done, sure, but they're also encouraged, guided, and 
they have the opportunity to do so much more when they're there. Because of what we do on a 
daily basis, underprivileged kids get a home style meal every day, help with their academic 
work, and they have the option to create something artistic, build robots, make music, form long-
lasting friendships, and unlock something in themselves that they might have not known they 
had.  
 
I remember the adults in my life that gave their time with vigor and enthusiasm for reaching out 
to kids like me and my friends, and everything that opened us to. I want to give these kids the 
same opportunities I had growing up, and I hope I'm instilling the same confidence and sense of 
curiosity I was given. I've seen kids go from crying and shutting down at the smallest of 
challenges to being full of confidence every day, ready to tackle obstacles. It's the best feeling in 
the world, and I wouldn't trade it for anything. I'm definitely going to be signing on again for 
another year; I can’t wait to see what more I can accomplish in my community, and in turn, what 
the kids will accomplish. 
 
Sam is a first-year AmeriCorps member looking forward to a second term serving his 
hometown. He hopes to continue expanding upon the opportunities offered to the students at 
Youth Net, especially in the areas of science, technology, and music exploration. 
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 Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 

 
 

Twenty AmeriCorps members will be placed to strengthen the capacity of coalitions and 

youth serving organizations to achieve positive outcomes related to substance abuse 

prevention. Members will work with coalitions to implement Parent Networks and support the 

Guiding Good Choices learning event. Members will also assist in efforts to recruit, mobilize 

and recognize volunteers. Host sites are available across north and northwestern Wisconsin. 
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A New Prospective on Volunteering 
Allyson Kytta 

Marshfield Area AmeriCorps Coalition  
 Marshfield Clinic Center for Community Outreach 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly district 69 
State Senate District 23 

 
I remember applying for this position and thinking to myself, “This is going to be the easiest year 
ever.” I get to work in an office setting in the morning and then an afterschool program in the 
afternoon. It sounded a lot better than sitting in classes for school and then working after that. 
The first day of office orientation, I found out that I would be working with underage drinking and 
substance abuse in addition to serving alongside 7-12th graders. The stories people were giving 
me about that age group terrified, yet excited me. “They will give you a hard time,” and “They 
can smell fear,” were some of the extravagant comments made. It gave me a thrill of seeing just 
what I was getting myself into. I got into a system of helping two kids in particular. One has 
some learning impairments and the other one needs help getting started with the work that was 
given. Out of all the kids these two need the most help and patience with their work. What the 
mentors I work with don’t realize is that I might only be working with two kids, but those two kids 
are working so much better with the one-on-one help they are getting. My nights have ups and 
downs, as do the other members I work with have. With only working for a couple months these 
students have shown a whole new side of themselves. They are starting to enjoy working on 
homework; they are excited to be there and to get the help they need. Positive reinforcement 
and recognition is what they have been looking for. It’s what everyone is looking for. It is 
something that makes us feel good, and if I can get kids to feel good about what they are 
working on, it makes me feel I have accomplished something.  
 
Allyson is from Michigan and moved down to Wisconsin for this position. She enjoys playing 
tennis and downhill skiing.  
 

 

Creating Catalysts for Change 
Alyson Maitrejean 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 Youth Action Hudson 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 30 

State Senate District 10 
 

As an AmeriCorps member serving Youth Action Hudson, I have had the pleasure of working 
with a lot of youth during my two terms of service. Each service activity is a new opportunity to 
meet students and get to know them. It has been my distinct pleasure to work with one 
particular student who is continuously actively involved in almost all of our programs, and has 
even created her own programs for our organization. I was honored when she asked if I could 
write a letter of recommendation for her, and was even more honored when she received a 
$25,000 scholarship! The day after she got notice that she was a recipient of the scholarship, 
she came to our office, and endlessly thanked me for writing such a great letter of 
recommendation. I quickly responded that I had nothing to do with her getting the scholarship. 
She seemed utterly confused before I took a moment to explain to her that all I did was type up 
all of the incredible work she has done through her time with the organization. I didn’t embellish 
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or try to make her look better; I simply compiled all of her incredible accomplishments into a 
letter! She was so happy to be recognized for her hard work and dedication and I am so glad 
that I was able to help her realize her impact on the community. It is small moments like these 
that make serving as an AmeriCorps member meaningful. Helping students to realize their 
capacity to create programs and be catalysts for change in their communities is why I continue 
to do this work. Serving as an AmeriCorps member has rekindled a passion for service in me 
and has helped me to spark that passion in future generations to become catalysts for positive 
change. 

Alyson Maitrejean is currently serving her second term as a Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps 
member serving at Youth Action Hudson.  
 

 

A Little Bit of Everything 
Maicheeia Lo 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 the Wood County Health Department 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 72 

State Senate District 24 
 
Prior to becoming an AmeriCorps member, I had worked at a non-profit agency. As rewarding 
as it can be, the amount of hours and time I spent at the office was getting to be ridiculous. I 
was no longer enjoying my job, so I resigned. A friend told me about the AmeriCorps program 
and told me what AmeriCorps is. As I listened to her, I got more and more excited. As surreal as 
it sounds, I will get to do a little bit of everything that I want. I get to educate the community 
about mental health and drugs and alcohol issues. I also get to help reduce the stigma on 
mental health, as well as hold focus groups to see where the gaps in services are when working 
with an individual with mental health issues. I also will be working with students, getting them 
involved in community events. I was sold! It’s been great serving as an AmeriCorps member. I 
currently run a support group at the local school; it’s been amazing seeing the students talk 
about giving back to their community. We have volunteered at nursing homes, food pantries and 
community events. Thanks for the experience!  
 
Maicheeia (Cheeia) Lo graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point in 2010 with a 
bachelor’s degree majoring in psychology and sociology. She’s an advocate for victims of 
domestic violence and sexual assault. She believes that no one should live in fear. Cheeia loves 
to vacation in South Carolina.  

 

 

Showing Youth that Anything is Attainable 
Colt Nicklaus 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 Blugold Beginnings 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 91 

State Senate District 31 
 

When I was in middle and high school, my family pushed for me to go on to higher education, 
but there were no other motivators. Teachers and staff in the schools did not think I was “college 
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material,” but they were wrong. Without their motivation though, it was not an easy journey to 
college. I wanted to help youth realize that anything they want to do after high school was 
attainable and that is why I joined the AmeriCorps. A great example of showing a form of this 
attainability is going to schools and letting students ask questions to college panels and having 
the panels tell the stories about how they made their way to college. I get a great deal of 
enjoyment sharing my story with students, and seeing others shares their stories as well.  
 
Knowing that every time I do a college knowledge workshop with a student or a group of 
students, I am giving them something that I was not given, is what is so rewarding to me. I hope 
to someday hear about how the students that I worked with became successful in their own 
way, and see them give back to their communities like I enjoy doing so much.  
 
Colt is a fifth year senior at the University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire. He is a double major 
studying economics, and history.  

 

 

Backpack Nutrition 
Elizabeth Ashley 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 Waushara Prevention Council, Inc. 

U.S. Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 72 

State Senate District 24 
 

Since November, I have been managing the day to day operation of the Backpack Nutrition 
Program. This program is a part of the Vision 2020 subcommittee of the Waushara Prevention 
Council, Inc. The program delivers food to students in two high-needs elementary schools in 
Waushara County. I coordinate the delivery of food to the schools, oversee the inventory, and 
have created a fresh food system with a local grocery store for use by program participants. 
One family left the program recently since they are now in a better situation and sent a note 
saying how thankful they are that they were able to use this program and how much it helped 
them when they needed it. I love being a part of this program and seeing the impact it has on 
the families in our area. 

Elizabeth is a first year member with the Waushara Prevention Council, Inc. She also serves the 
Waushara youth mentoring program. She plans to continue her education upon completion of 
her current term of service. 

 

 

Serving Youth 
John Renaud 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 Boys & Girls Clubs of the Greater Chippewa Valley 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 91 

State Senate District 31 
 

Throughout my service I’ve had the chance to witness amazing growth in the children who 
attend our club. We have seen kids go from failing classes to getting A’s, learn a new 
instrument, make new friends, get clothing they need, and improve in countless other ways. 
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Each kid who enters our doors is impacted in some way. We try to ensure we fill whatever gap 
that child has, whether it’s homework assistance, giving them a healthy meal, assisting them 
with emotional or behavioral issues, or anything in between. One great part of my AmeriCorps 
services has been participating in a local coalition for youth, because I now know different 
resources available for when we cannot fill the need a child has.  

At the Boys & Girls Club, I specifically work as a teen specialist and as the education and career 
coordinator. As a teen specialist, I have been able to help with the social development of 
multiple teen members and provide a safe, social place for middle school and high school 
children to interact. Through fieldtrips I also have been able to provide many opportunities that 
kids would not have had without the aid of the club.  

As the Education and Career Coordinator I have helped our members improve academically, 
learn about finances, explore different career options, learn practical career based skills, and 
learn about new technology. With this we have also been able to have almost all of our teen 
members write a promise note that they will graduate high school.  

John is in his first year of service through AmeriCorps. He graduated from University of 
Wisconsin-Madison and hopes to continue his education after serving with AmeriCorps.  

 

 

The Help 
Kristy Xiong 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition  
 The Department of Public Instruction 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 68 

State Senate District 23 
 

Never have I seen students so selfless and willing to help others than at our third volunteer 
event at North High School. I only expected 10 to15 students to show up and help, but double 
the students walked into the cafeteria that night. I was taken aback by this turn out, but also 
grateful that they were willing to take time out of their busy schedules to help others in need. 
Our volunteer activity started out with some fun college knowledge jeopardy. This was a great 
opportunity to meet everyone since students from both of the Eau Claire public high schools 
came together to volunteer. Once we completed a game, the students partnered up to make tie 
blankets for a local homeless shelter called Sojourner. I imagined this process would take at 
least 2 hours for everyone. Little did I know it took the majority of the students less than 45 
minutes to complete. I figured those who got done early would just hang out and talk to each 
other, like most high schoolers do. When I turned around to check on the students, I was 
amazed by what I saw. Rather than chatting with each other, the students who finished early sat 
down to help those who were still working on their blankets. This made me feel really good to 
know that my students have learned the importance of teamwork and volunteerism. They easily 
combined their knowledge of both and applied it to our activity that day. It was pleasing to see 
them all come together as a team to complete a common goal – to help each other help others. 
I will never forget the impact my students left on me that day. When I first thought of 
AmeriCorps, I only thought about leaving lasting impressions on others, but my journey thus far 
has also taught me that others can leave lasting impressions on me too.  

 
Kristy Xiong is a first year AmeriCorps member. She is currently enrolled at the University of 
Wisconsin-Eau Claire majoring in kinesiology and will also start the nursing program in fall 2015 
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at the Chippewa Valley Technical College. Kristy hopes to use the skills she has acquired while 
being an AmeriCorps member in her future career.  
 

 

Life Choices 
Lindsay Petersen 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 Taylor County Drug Opposition Partners 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 87 

State Senate District 29 
 
My husband, then boyfriend, came home and showed me the opportunity for a position that was 
available through the Health Department in our county. I was very hesitant because we had 
both made the decision that I should quit my job as manager in a convenience store to go back 
to school full time to get my bachelor’s degree in sociology. Going back to school was 
something that I have been trying to do for the past 4 years, but circumstances didn’t allow me 
to continue my education. Just getting out of an abusive marriage, spending three years in 
counseling, attending Alanon, and really searching for myself again, all with my daughter in tow; 
I lost a lot of things that made me happy, like volunteering.  

I love volunteering and have spent many hours doing so in the past. My life choices led me out 
of what I was determined to spend my life doing, which is helping others. I didn’t even know 
what AmeriCorps was, but I called about the position and was excited that it gave me the 
opportunity to serve again.  

After talking to the coordinator, I learned what AmeriCorps was, and I was excited to start. Once 
I had a one-to-one interview with her, I learned what her role was and what the Taylor County 
Drug Opposition Partners Coalition was about. What better way to show my passion for youth 
and my opposition for drugs and alcohol than to be an AmeriCorps Coalition member. I am able 
to maintain my education, which I have a little more than a year before I graduate with my 
Bachelor of Arts Degree.  

Little did I know, being in a full time service position as an AmeriCorps member has educated 
and taught me so much more about my community. It has also led me to meet some powerful 
people who make decisions for the youth in the community too. So far, being an AmeriCorps 
member has led me to some great opportunities and allowed me to fulfil what was missing from 
my life before. I found myself and what I was meant to do for our community.  

I am also very blessed to be working with a great group of women in the Health Department. 
They have inspired me to be who I want to be. They are all very intelligent and very educated. 
They make me want to be the best person I can be. This has been a great opportunity and I’ve 
found the right track again and I am now making much better life choices.  

Lindsay has volunteered hours for more than 16 years of her life. Lindsay is a college graduate 
with an Associate of Science Degree in criminal justice. Her anticipated graduation year for a 
Bachelors of Art Degree in sociology with a minor in social and criminal justice is 2016. Lindsay 
hopes to make a future in the AODA field working with the youth in her community. 
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Guiding Good Choices 
Megan Larson 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 the Wood County Health Department 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 72 

State Senate District 24 
 
Before I applied for this position I had never heard of AmeriCorps and was not sure what to 
expect. I was recruited by the Wood County Health Department and I am extremely happy with 
the work I am doing; getting things done and making a difference. 
 
In the beginning I must admit, I was not ‘sold’ on the Guiding Good Choices Program, but after 
hosting and completing this first program in Nekoosa, I am a true believer! We had a small 
group of people attend this three session event, but at the end the participants were advocates 
for the program. The positive response is due, in large part, to the trainer – Christy. Christy is 
AMAZING! She gets everyone interacting and keeps it informal with an open and positive 
environment. 

 
We have three more events coming up in March 2015, and I can’t wait to be a part of those 
events! I hope we have a great turn-out and are able to spread the word about this wonderful 
program. I feel that if given the chance the Guiding Good Choices program could become a 
well-known and sought after program for parents in Wisconsin; though it may take a few years 
for it to gain momentum. 
 
I am proud of the Mental Health and AODA (Alcohol and Other Drug Abuse) work I am doing 
with the Wood County Health Department and AmeriCorps. I can only hope that after this year 
of service is over I can continue to make a difference and get things done. 
 
Megan is serving her first year as a Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition member. She enjoys 
spending time with her large family, reading, and being out-doors. She is hoping to use this year 
of service to grow professionally as well as personally, further her education, and get things 
done! 

 

 

Looking Back 
Rachel Joslin-Zirngible 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition  
 Boys and Girls Clubs of the Greater Chippewa Valley  

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93  

State Senate District 31 
 

Although my service is only halfway through, I have already gained invaluable experience from 
serving through AmeriCorps. I have learned to cooperate with colleagues of different 
backgrounds in order to make our club the best it can be for the children we work with. My 
powers of improvisation have improved, as working with kids every day is completely different. 
I’ve come to find that you can never anticipate the situations you will become involved in or the 
conflicts that will arise to resolve. I enjoy problem solving with our members and teaching them 
how to address their own difficulties. I have the opportunity to come in to work every day and 
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help these kids in some way no matter how small, whether it is just being there to listen or talk 
about serious issues in their lives. That is what makes this experience worth it.  

 
Rachel is a senior at University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire studying history and linguistics. She is 
in her first term of service with AmeriCorps. She plans to go on to graduate school to study 
counseling after graduating in May. 

 

 

The Best Service of My Life 
Sarah Buettner 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 Girl Scouts of the Northwestern Great Lakes 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 85 

State Senate District 20 
 

My 2014-2015 service term with AmeriCorps has been a deeply personal and moving 
experience. It is my third year in the AmeriCorps program and I cannot imagine NOT being 
AmeriCorps; I LOVE it that much. I have been deeply affected by it THAT MUCH.  
 
Walking into my host site, Girl Scouts of the Northwestern Great Lakes, I was plucked right out 
of my comfort zone and placed right in the center of my fears. That was the best thing that has 
ever happened to me. I was challenged in ways that I never imagined I would be. As a 
professional I have developed at a highly accelerated rate over the last 2.5 years. I learned to 
lead, I learned adaptability, flexibility, skills for quick problem solving, greatly improved my 
interpersonal communication skills, listening skills, and dedication to my work. I developed skills 
in areas such as: working with budget constraints, curriculum planning, people management, 
resource management, how to manage traveling for work, multi-tasking on a whole new level, 
problem solving, organization and so much more. Personally, the last 2.5 years has been the 
most amazing time of growth that I have experienced in my life. I developed passion for helping 
people, for community service, which I have now passed onto my daughter, who often 
participates with me, passion for working hard for what I believe in. I learned to be a better 
parent and I learned about the types of things I want to teach my children. I learned 
commitment, perseverance and strength of character. I learned to identify my own needs and 
the needs of others, how I function best in life, what I want out of life and what I want to work 
toward. I have learned that my vote counts, that I have a responsibility to know what is 
happening in the world around me. I learned that the world is bigger than ME, that dwelling on 
my own problems does nothing to solve them, that kindness to strangers goes a long way, and 
that one person caring can and does make a difference. I have deepened my ability to have 
empathy for others; I have uncovered a passion for working with teenagers, particularly troubled 
teens. I gained confidence in myself and my own capabilities, that I, Sarah Buettner have 
something to contribute to this world. I am forever changed by the experiences that AmeriCorps 
service has offered me. Thank you AmeriCorps for making me someone I am proud of, but most 
of all, thanks for the chance to do it all over again next year.  
 
Sarah Buettner is serving her 3rd term as an AmeriCorps member. She has continued serving at 
the Girl Scouts of the Northwestern Great Lakes in Schofield, WI; there she teaches Life Skills 
to at-risk youth in Kindergarten through12th grades. 
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Young Voices 
Sarah Cater 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 Big Brothers Big Sisters of Northwestern Wisconsin 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 91 

State Senate District 31 
 

Young voices 
mature beyond their years 
tell me stories 
that are sometimes 
hard to hear. 
 
Each story is different, 
yet they all share a theme. 
Adversity comes in 
different shapes and sizes 
but can hurt all the same. 
 
Young voices 
full of hopes and dreams. 
They tell me 
about their passions and 
about their ambitious goals. 
 
Each dream is achievable 
when given enough support. 
The future is not determined by the past. 
Change is possible, but we must take 
the time to listen to the 
 
Young voices. 
 
Sarah Cater is a first year AmeriCorps member. In addition to completing her term of service, 
Sarah is pursuing a Master of Social Work degree through the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 
Sarah hopes to become a school social worker so she can advocate for the young voices.  

 

 

Three Exits 
Shawn Ganther 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 Clark County Prevention Partnership 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 69 

State Senate District 23 
 

I had never even heard of AmeriCorps when I saw the ad in the paper. All I knew was that I 
needed a job. Before I could even comprehend what was happening, I was getting my 
fingerprints taken and driving to orientation. It reminded me of joining the military. I showed up 
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not knowing anyone. I didn’t know what I was doing, where I was going, or what was expected 
of me. I was directed into room and given more paperwork (again….like the military). I was 
starting to worry about what I’d got myself into. I assessed the situation. There were three exits. 
People continued to arrive and more smiles and laughter echoed through the room (that was not 
like joining the military). I became more comfortable as I listened to small groups talk about their 
education and where they were from. Once the program began it was again a blur of 
information. I had little knowledge of what they were talking about. I didn’t even know my 
program or supervisor. It was the other volunteers who helped me. I was immediately drawn to 
a second year volunteer who also served in the Air Force. We could talk military, but I also 
picked her brain about the program. She seemed to really love what she was doing, and my 
reservations began melting away.  

Once I let myself become part of the program the time flew by. I was home again and working to 
better my community. I began talking to people I hadn’t spoken to before. I began going to 
community events and volunteering. I was proud of what I was doing. I hadn’t felt that type of 
pride since leaving the Air Force. I began working with schools and community programs, and I 
learned the impact one person can have. Granted, there are tough days, but the good far 
outweigh the bad. I get to watch my community become safer because of my actions. How 
many people can say that?  

I have made my community better and AmeriCorps has made me a better person in the 
process. I’m proud of my service and I will remember them fondly for the rest of my life.  

Shawn is a Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Volunteer serving his second term with the Clark 
County Prevention Partnership. 
 

 

Serving With and For Others 
Sydney Liautaud 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 Boys & Girls Clubs of the Greater Chippewa Valley  

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 91 

State Senate District 31 
 

When I first started volunteering at the Boys & Girls Clubs of the Greater Chippewa Valley – 
Mary Markquart Center in Eau Claire, I didn’t see myself becoming a full-time AmeriCorps 
member. I initially became a volunteer to continue working with my former manager, Tracey, 
who had decided to serve with AmeriCorps at the B&GC. She explained to me how AmeriCorps 
worked, but I didn’t really understand what she was talking about until I found myself applying to 
be an AmeriCorps member.  
 
I’ve always enjoyed being active in my community and serving with and for others. I had been 
volunteering at Wisconsin Public Television’s annual auction every year since I was 1 – working 
any number of jobs from bid runner, to phone bank operator, to youth auctioneer. I helped paint 
houses with my high school’s student council, even though I wasn’t a member. I’ve gone on 
service learning spring break trips through the University of Wisconsin – Eau Claire to 
Philadelphia, PA and Selma, AL. I enlisted in the Wisconsin Army National Guard when I was a 
sophomore in college. And after I had been volunteering at the Boys & Girls Clubs for a number 
of months and fell in love with the organization, applying to be one of the foundation’s 
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AmeriCorps members was something I knew I wanted to do and that I would be passionate 
about.  

 
So, on September 12, 2015 – exactly 2 years after I had enlisted in the Wisconsin Army 
National Guard – I found myself being sworn into AmeriCorps. And I can honestly say that the 
time I’ve spent thus far serving with AmeriCorps at my local Boys & Girls Clubs has been life-
changing. I have the privilege of working with countless members and families who are so 
loving, caring, and thankful for everything that we do for them. I come to work every day 
knowing that the kids are going to be excited to see me. I have kids who will literally hug me 20 
separate times as I walk through the kitchen. When I see those kids, the stresses of college, the 
National Guard, and my other job melt away. I’ve been able to help kids who are struggling to 
succeed. I’ve helped members turn their entire day, week, and month around. And for 
everything that I do for them, they do so much more for me that they will never know.  

 
My service with AmeriCorps has taught me so much about myself, what I’m capable of, what I 
can do to help my community, and what I plan to do with the rest of my life. This has not been 
my first time serving an organization greater than myself, but it has become the starting point of 
a lifetime of serving others and serving me.  

 
Sydney Liautaud plans to continue serving as an AmeriCorps member after this first year. 
Sydney currently attends the University of Wisconsin – Eau Claire majoring in English and 
global studies.  

 

 

The Arts 
Tracey Foytik 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 Boys & Girls Clubs of the Greater Chippewa Valley 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 91 

State Senate District 31 
 
My second year of AmeriCorps, at the same site, has definitely been a rewarding journey 
because I get to see kids learn and grow in a positive place. I have been at the Boys & Girls 
Clubs of the Greater Chippewa Valley-Mary Markquart Center for a year and a half and enjoy 
helping kids understand their homework and learn new skills through various programs. This 
year, I have been organizing and leading The Arts programs at the Boys & Girls Clubs of the 
Greater Chippewa Valley-Mary Markquart Center. Each week, I lead three art programs with 
youth and teen members allowing kids to show their creativity through painting, drawing, 
stitching, etc. Along with running three art programs, I also schedule free vocal and instrumental 
music lessons, called “Music Makers” programs, for members in piano, guitar, drums, and hand 
drums that are taught by volunteers. Being the staff that oversees the Music Makers program, I 
regularly talk to parents about how positive the lessons are for their kids. It is truly amazing to 
constantly hear about the difference a 1/2 hour music lesson once a week can make – kids are 
using music as a positive way to express their emotions, as an outlet to make it through difficult 
times, and/or to simply learn a new skill. With that, I also get to hear from parents/guardians 
how powerful music has become in their kids’ lives because they can't or don't want to be 
involved in sports. Weekly, I get to see kids light up when their music lesson volunteer arrives, 
and later have them share with me the song(s) they are working on. Coming into the club every 
day, I am reminded of how the arts inspired me as a kid to have constructive hobbies that not 
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only brought out my creativity but also kept me focused on learning new skills and staying 
involved in positive activities which kept me learning.  
 
Tracey Foytik is a 2nd year Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps member serving at the Boys & Girls 
Clubs of the Greater Chippewa Valley-Mary Markquart Center.  
 

 

Mentoring Miracles 
Trisha Taft Burdick 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 Barron County Health and Human Services  

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 75 

State Senate District 25 
 

Before I became a mentor, I researched what mentoring is. I realized a mentor can be someone 
who can wear many hats in someone's life, such as a role model, a confidant, a friend, and an 
advocate. 
 
Each new mentee I became paired with presented a different challenge (autism, manic 
depression, truancy, teen pregnancy, drug abuse, bullying) which would soon turn into a 
learning and growing experience.  
 
My story starts with a desire to make a difference in my mentees lives. I would become 
someone that could listen when they talk and respect them for who they are. I was able to 
recognize that they are an individual. 
 
When I met with my new mentees I would let them know I was there for them for whatever their 
need is. It has been an amazing journey from the beginning of my mentor/mentee relationships. 
They usually tend to start out very rocky and become very rewarding. 
 
My exceptionally rewarding story is meeting with a fourteen year old girl who had been caught 
with marijuana in her locker at school. During our first team meeting she was very volatile and 
disrespectful. While other professionals addressed her mother, I realized she just needed her 
voice heard. 
 
When attempting to set up a meeting with this teen and her mother, she was extremely hesitant 
and very forthcoming about not wanting to have anything to do with me or anyone else from our 
department. When she agreed to meet with me, I explained to her that I was there to help her 
thru the process that would become a new part of her life in the future year. I talked about my 
life and what I had been thru. I ensured her I was not there to judge or make her life any more 
difficult. By the end of our meeting she was much more comfortable and willing to be open to 
the process. 
 
After I had left, I had received two text messages. One, from the teen's mother, stated, "thank 
you for restoring our confidence, people like you make a difference." The second from the teen 
read, "I just want to say thank you for coming to talk to us. You're definitely my favorite one and 
you really encouraged me to try as hard as I can to make it through this." 
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This teen made amazing strides. Her relationship with her mother grew stronger and her grades 
went up drastically. She is polite and respectful. She is responsible and organized. She 
independently got a job. 
 
The best part is she is only one of the handfuls, of experiences, thru my AmeriCorps term. 
 
Trisha is a Wisconsin native. She has been married for seven years and has two sons. She has 
a license in massage therapy. She is proudly serving her second year with AmeriCorps.  
 

 

Bringing Parents Together 
Wendee J. Cox 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 Action Alliance Inc. of Langlade County 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 35 & 36 

State Senate District 12 

 

As a member of this community I grew up with my parents attending all of my sports games, 
PTO meetings, parent teacher conferences, and pretty much knowing everything I did as a child 
and a growing teen. We had all of our evening meals together and caught up with the whole 
family. This always took the whole meal time, because I have five siblings and of course mom 
and dad. This was a very traditional American family. Fast forward to 2014 as I enter my service 
year as a Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps member serving Action Alliance Inc. of Langlade County 
– the very county that I grew up in that happy little traditional American family. But times have 
changed and something is very different. Families have both parents working, or only have one 
parent in the home. Children are in every after school activity you can think of, meals are done 
on the fly, or through a fast food drive up on the way to hockey, football, or dance class. There 
seems to be no time to connect as a family anymore. 
 
The parents seem to be exhausted most of the time from their excessive work schedules and 
the children are just out on their own a lot of the time. Communication seems to be a thing of the 
past unless it is done by texting one another. Youth seem to learn the facts of life from reality 
shows that are far from reality but perceived as truth. There are many temptations, trends, and 
fads that are very harmful to our youth, and parents are too overcome with life to always be 
around when the children need them most. Now, I am not saying that parents are all bad these 
days, not at all. I have observed the fact that in these fast paced, everyone-needs-to-over-work-
to-make-a-dollar-to-survive-days. It has gotten to the point where parents need a little help, 
others to understand their situation and the need to keep their kids as safe as possible.  
  
The parent network was started last year with 20 members and this year I pushed hard to meet 
and share with anyone that is a parent. We now have 64 members in the parent network and I 
am happy and proud to be a part of it. To see parents coming together to find better ways to 
communicate and spend time with their children warms my heart and reminds me of my parents 
and the great childhood they provided for me. Life can get busy and even a bit messy at times 
but our children will always need us. I was thrilled to hear parents saying, “If we can find teams 
to help us, that village that will care as deeply as the next person about our children then sign 
me up!!” And the LCUPN was born and is bringing parents together working toward each of their 
parenting goals with a cheering section in their corner. 
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Wendee is a person that has always had a passion to help others and has spent her life doing 
so in the health and wellness field for the past 25 years. In doing so she began a new direction 
and found the AmeriCorps service work a great experience to add to her body of knowledge as 
she completes her Bachelors of Science degree in human services concentrating on addictions. 
What a wonderful journey! 

 

 
Community Impact 

Zach Radue 
Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 

 Marshfield Clinic Center for Community Outreach  
U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 69 

State Senate District 23 
 
Each year the Marshfield Area Parent Network (MAPN) along with the Marshfield Area Coalition 
for Youth (MACY) puts on four dinner presentations for parents and members of the community. 
This year one of our dinner presentations involved bringing in Rise Together from the Fox Valley 
region to share their story of recovery from long illicit drug abuse. Speakers included recovering 
addicts as well as a mother that spoke about her daughter that passed away from a heroin 
overdose and as part of her presentation she had her daughter’s urn along. This was a great 
opportunity for our community that is suffering a heroin epidemic to learn of the consequences 
related to heroin usage. To help in the community effort to fight against heroin we were able to 
bring the State of Wisconsin Attorney General Brad Schimel to facilitate the event and share the 
state initiatives in the fight against heroin.  
 
Along with the parents and community presentation we were able to work with the high schools 
in the city and have three additional presentations for the students to give them the chance to 
learn of these consequences. Following each presentation, time was allowed for students to 
speak to them and share experiences and hardships related to drugs and gave them the 
opportunity to find solace in their troubles. These students were given the opportunity to learn 
as well as the chance to gain some strength in a fight that so many are dealing with in our state. 
This opportunity was made by a coalition that is working in the community to better the lives of 
the youth in it. 
 
Zach is a 3rd term AmeriCorps member that is currently in school full time working towards his 
bachelor’s degree in business. He continues to work hard with the hopes of finding employment 
to use the skills he has gained while serving. His ultimate goal is to work in sports in a public 
relations related position.  
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I Do 
Jessica Mullikin 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
 Barron High School 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 75 

State Senate District 25 
 
Can you imagine living an in world where you feel like you’re fending for yourself with nobody 
supporting you? You truly feel like nobody even knows you exist. Can you imagine this being 
your life at the age of 17? 
 
I am serving a high school for my year as an AmeriCorps member. One of my responsibilities is 
to talk to seniors about their plans after graduation. I have met students that want to go onto 
medical school to a student that wants to go into the workforce right away. Most of the time 
these planning conferences happen with a supportive parent, while other times the student 
doesn’t have that support behind them. A particular student has a family that has written him off. 
 
The uninterested student sits in my office, after some discussion we find a career and a college 
that he is interested in. I explain the application process, and he briefly tells me that he is alone; 
he pays his own bills and wouldn’t have the money to pay for this but will try to work extra hours 
to get an extra $30. How heart breaking for this 17-year-old to have such a responsibility on his 
shoulder. After talking to the student, I find that his only support he has is a sibling that lives in a 
different state. He works a full-time job and still gets good grades.  
 
I explained to my site supervisor how the meeting went and how he couldn’t afford to pay $30. 
My site supervisor informed me that there were funds for this and she filled out the appropriate 
paperwork. The following week I was handed an envelope with a check for the application fee. 
Excitedly, I found the student during homeroom and pulled him out. I gave him the check, and 
even though his reaction wasn’t what I was expecting, I was happy for him. 
 
 During lunch the student walked up to me and said, "Why did you do this for me?" I said 
"Because I believe in you. You work hard when you are in high school, if you continue to work 
hard in life, doors will open for you." He smiled at me and said, "Most people don't care about 
me." I responded with a simple "I do." His response was, "thank you...truly thank you." 
 
I hope that one day this student will look back and think of me, not my name, not my face, but I 
hope he remembers that someone believed in him. Maybe one day, he will share this story with 
someone in his life and maybe one day, he will be able to do this for someone else that needs a 
little boost in life.  
 
I feel very thankful for my position here at the school. I wish I could share everything I have 
experienced here. I look forward to what this year will bring!  
 
Jessica grew up in the town she is currently serving in. She is the proud mom of two and 
married her high school sweetheart. She is enjoying the journey of life and look forward to what 
the future will bring.  
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What a Difference a Year Makes 
Morgan King 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition  
Boys & Girls Clubs of the Greater Chippewa Valley Chippewa Falls 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Senate District 23 

State Assembly District 67 
  
My AmeriCorps adventure unknowingly started for me around a year ago. I originally applied for 
the position of Health and Wellness Coordinator at Boys & Girls Clubs of the Greater Chippewa 
Valley Mary Marquart Center. I received a phone call a day or so later asking me to come in for 
an interview. I was so excited, but my excitement soon came to an end once I sat down for the 
interview. The interview started with being told that the position I had applied for had been filled, 
however, seeing my background they saw how I would fit into the summer program helping with 
the sports portion. I began orientation in the middle of June at Boys & Girls Club of The Greater 
Chippewa Valley Mary Marquart Center, and midway through the first day, Travis, who was at 
that time the site director, began talking to me. He mentioned how he had heard of me through 
talking to the owner of the gym I train at, and how I was going to be a great fit. After that he 
began to ask me what my goals were and asked me if I had ever heard of AmeriCorps. Travis 
then began to tell me about the program and how at one point he had served in AmeriCorps, 
and that I should look in to the program.  
 
As the summer progressed my hours at Boys & Girls Club increased as did my interest in 
AmeriCorps and Travis’s recruiting attempts. I applied to serve in AmeriCorps and began my 
service time at the club in Eau Claire and am now finishing it at the Chippewa Falls location. 
The change was in part of necessity for the Chippewa Falls club. They were facing a situation 
where they were understaffed and had a growing member population. As hard as it was to leave 
the members in Eau Claire I welcomed a new start in Chippewa Falls.  
 
Through my service in AmeriCorps I have gotten a chance to get back to doing what I enjoy 
doing in working with children. This is something that I take to heart and try to be the best 
positive role model for them both in and out of Boys & Girls Club. I have also been fortunate 
enough to meet some of the most incredible people who also serve in AmeriCorps that I would 
never have met otherwise. The bond that ties us all together is a sense of giving back, helping 
others, or whatever the call to serve was. In talking with these incredible individuals you hear 
their amazing stories of how they have gone on mission trips to other countries, are wanted to 
become a teacher, or a therapist. Sure through our service as AmeriCorps members we will see 
children at the sites grow, or just the people we surround ourselves with at our sites grow too. I 
think one of the changes or growth to see is the growth in us.  

 
Morgan King is a Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps member serving at Boys & Girls Clubs of the 
Greater Chippewa Valley- Chippewa Falls Center. She graduated from the University of 
Dubuque in Dubuque, Iowa in May 2011 with a degree in health, wellness, and recreation with a 
minor in coaching. She have spent the past five years working with youth ranging from ages 4- 
17 and she did her internship at St. Croix Central High School, spent three summers at YMCA 
Camp Abe Lincoln, and at Boys & Girls Clubs of the Greater Chippewa Valley Mary Marquart 
Center.  
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A Passion Discovered 
Amanda Smithhisler 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Coalition 
Serving with Be Well Barron County 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 75 

State Senate District 25 
 

Thinking back to this summer, if someone would have told me that in the very near future I 
would be working with youth on health and nutrition I would have told them they were crazy! 
Now my every day consists of finding ways to make being healthy FUN and finding ways to 
make it easy so the kids can maintain healthy habits on their own! It breaks my heart when I see 
kids struggling to do something as simple as walking or when they fill out surveys and say there 
aren’t healthy choices at home. Through my host site, we have made huge impacts in the youth 
in our county. My day doesn’t end when I leave my office! Whenever I encounter youth I take 
the time to talk to them about making good choices and what it means to them to be healthy. 
From this point on I don’t know what my future holds, but I do know that wherever I end up I will 
be making a difference! The youth are our future and without them, what will there be?  
 
Amanda has been married for 13 years and has 3 wonderful daughters. She loves spending 
time with her family and volunteering whenever she can at her daughters’ school. 
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Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Volunteer 
Wisconsin 
 

 
The Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps program is administered by Marshfield Clinic in 

partnership with the Nonprofit Center of Milwaukee. The program was developed on behalf of 

Volunteer Wisconsin, a coalition of local, regional and state organizations committed to 

serving as the state umbrella organization dedicated to volunteerism.  

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps will place forty-eight full-time AmeriCorps members to 

support the development of nonprofit organizational capacity to engage volunteers. Members 

will support volunteer recruitment and management. 

Staff from Marshfield Clinic and the Nonprofit Center of Milwaukee will provide training at 

AmeriCorps orientation to prepare members for their term of service. Topics at orientation 

will include administrative processing, benefits, rules and regulations and intensive training in 

volunteer management practices and team building. 

After orientation, members will be ready to begin serving at their host site. Members will 

serve 35-40 hours per week, providing direct support to the development and management 

of the volunteer program of their host site.  
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How Can I Help? 
Alexis Fuller 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 Door County YMCA 

U.S. Congressional District 8 
State Assembly District 1 

State Senate District 1 
 
When I was very little my imagination has always been sparked with helping people. When I 
was in elementary school I used to pretend I was a teacher nurturing my students, or that I was 
in charge of saving the world by bringing everyone together. In high school I went on a mission 
trip to New York City with my church. We spent a week volunteering at various soup kitchens 
and organizations that benefitted homeless people. I knew right then that it was my calling to 
help those in need. Volunteering and helping people is such a gratifying feeling. I wanted 
everyone around me to experience that feeling as well.  
 
I was in need of an internship for my final semester of college. I knew that I wanted to do 
something that was challenging and that I could put my mark on. When being approached about 
the Marshfield Clinic Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps position I knew that it was meant to be. 
This program has given me the tool to implement a volunteer program within the YMCA. There 
are so many people within the Door County YMCA that are now getting the recognition that they 
deserve thanks to AmeriCorps! I have set up volunteer policies, training, orientation, tracking 
and recognition of our volunteers. We have many opportunities for volunteers through 
swimming, youth development, gymnastics and special events like our Annual Campaign. It is 
my hope that the number of volunteers within the YMCA grows through this new program. I 
believe that when someone feels valued and recognized for his or her hard work that they are 
more likely to come back.  
 
Looking toward the future we are hoping to have an efficient online volunteer resource as well. 
We would like to have a spot where volunteers can go to find opportunities, fill out an application 
and to find a monthly volunteer newsletter and spot light. There is always work to be done to 
ensure our volunteers feel important and needed!  
 
Alexis is currently in her final semester at UW-Stout. She is earning her bachelor’s degree in 
human development and family studies. Upon completion she hopes to begin a career working 
with developmentally disabled youth and adults.  
 

 

This is How We Roll 
Andrew Wusler 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 Skaters R Us 

U.S Congressional District 4th 
State Assembly District 11th 

State Senate District 4th 
 

Students in Milwaukee face problems every day that many might call insurmountable. The 
suspension rate in Milwaukee Public Schools is among the nation’s highest, the gap in 
achievement scores between Milwaukee students and students from surrounding communities 
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is one of the largest in the country, over two-thirds of students qualify for free lunch, and there 
aren’t enough positive things for kids to do after school and in the summer… 

 
Skaters R Us, with the help of the Marshfield Clinic Volunteer Wisconsin program, is meeting 
the challenge to reverse these trends and to support a generation of healthy, productive youth in 
Milwaukee. Skaters R Us’ Youth Empowerment Program, S.A.F.E Summer program, family and 
community skate nights, and other programs and initiatives have empowered hundreds of 
Milwaukee students to reach their full potential, and we’re just getting started. So what do we 
say when people ask us why we think we can make a difference when all the statistics and 
headlines say we can’t? Because that’s how we roll.  

 
Andrew is currently completing his second term in AmeriCorps and is getting his master’s 
degree in public administration from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. 

 

 

Peace Corps is Like a Foreign AmeriCorps  
Caleb Klima 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 Wisconsin Woodland Owners Association Inc. 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 71  

State Senate District 24  
 

A short list of what I’ve learned thus far as a Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps member 
serving the Wisconsin Woodland Owners Association:  

 46% of Wisconsin is forestland or about 17 million acres 

 57% of that forestland, or 9.1 million acres, is owned by 352,000 families 

 Microsoft Access is similar to Excel, only a bit more confusing 

 How to create a form, report, tables, and run a query  

 Asking busy people to donate their time is no easy sell 

 Selling donated gifts in a silent manner can be easy 

 Computer work is an integrated aspect of capacity building for non-profits 

 What did they do 30 years ago in an office?  

 Generosity does not have a price tag 

 The correct ergonomics of sitting at a computer desk all day 

 My eyes are strained after long days, yet it will not hurt my vision (relief) 

 Word choice is very important 

 Being thorough is vital 

 Volunteer management is more than bringing people in and saying thanks  

 Wisconsin woodland owners are diverse and own woodlands for many different reasons 

 Goodwill and fellowship are not uncommon traits 

 Our forests provide many health benefits for society which are not recognized in the 
formal economy 

 Our forests provide many economic benefits for small communities 

 Farmers always help farmers, and tree farming is farming too 

 Growing trees will not make you rich, but those that do it lead a far richer life  

 I always thought I had organizing issues, whereas in fact I may have over-organizing 
issues 
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 Productivity is highest in the morning when I drink my coffee 

 Productivity is lowest right before lunch when coffee high crashes 

 Wisconsin Woodland Owners Association is an educational non-profit dedicated toward 
instilling a strong commitment to sustainable forestry for private woodland owners 

 Wisconsin Woodland Owners Association is a mouthful, we call it WWOA (whoa-a) 

 I can not only survive off $800 a month, I can actually save money 

 Inspiration is all around us every day 

 Creating a website is not too difficult today with a good content management system 

 What a content management system is 

 I can be an effective public speaker with practice and preparation, but I still dread it 

 Fact sheets are a big deal 

 Learning the history of an organization is extremely beneficial 

 My history degree finally paid off 

 Serving another AmeriCorps term, this time without any chance of receiving the Ed 
Award, is still a good choice 

 Most people do not know or understand what AmeriCorps is no matter how much I try to 
explain it 

 My dream is to explain Peace Corps as being “like a foreign AmeriCorps” 

 I am forever grateful to whomever thought up the idea of AmeriCorps and to those who 
fought and continue to fight very hard for its growth and continuation, thank you 

Caleb is a name given to a man born of this world. He takes for survival and gives for fulfillment. 
If you happen to run into him please let him know dinner is ready.  

 

 

All in a Year’s Work 
Danielle Rammer 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps  
 Boys and Girls Club of Sheboygan 

U.S Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 26 and 27 

State Senate District 9 
 
I chose to do a second term of AmeriCorps because I really enjoyed all of the opportunities I 
was presented with during my first term. I was able to plan large community events for which I 
created the marketing materials, event plans, volunteer recruitment plans, etc. These are things 
I would not have been given the skills to do without serving in AmeriCorps.  
 
I received professional training on skills and topics that are not only important in my role of 
bettering my community, but they are also transferrable to any other career field I may choose 
to go into later in life. Beyond the classroom training and computer skills, I have also gained a 
great deal of confidence in my comfort with work related tasks.  
 
In addition, I have created a positive impact on the community I am serving. I have taught them 
the importance of volunteer recruitment, management, and retention, as well as how influential 
volunteers can be to a child’s life. I hope that upon the completion of my service, my 
organization will proudly practice all of the volunteer policies and procedures I have worked so 
hard to implement.  
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My Danielle is serving at the Boys & Girls Clubs of Sheboygan County. She is currently the only 
Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps Member in her community. Beginning in the fall of 2015 she plans 
to attend New York University to complete her master’s degree in social work.  

 

 

How We Treat Each Other 
Gina M. Jury 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 NeighborWorks Green Bay 
U.S. Congressional District 8 
State Assembly District 90 

State Senate District 30 
 

Recently I came across the song Nothing More by the Alternate Routes. This song spoke to my 
soul and reminded me why I volunteer and why I agreed to become an AmeriCorps member. 
Sometimes I can get lost in the day to day grind of coming to work and doing research, 
recruiting, keeping track of hours and forget that what I do is very important. The hard work I do 
every day provides more families decent and affordable housing. When a family has a stable, 
clean place to live it means everything; children do better in school and a family is happier, 
which leads to a better educated and stronger community. In this song it says “We are how we 
treat each other and nothing more” this is so true if we just treated everyone with respect and 
kindness regardless of race, religion, political affiliation, or sexual orientation, but as person just 
like you are, I can’t even fathom how much better a place the world could be. Also in this song 
there is another wonderful line: “Heroes don’t look like they used to, they look like you do.” 
Everyone in the AmeriCorps program is a hero, we all give of ourselves every day and expect 
nothing in return just the knowledge that what we do, in the end, will make a difference.  
 
Gina has been married for 26 years and has a beautiful 20-year-old-daughter. She is a graduate 
from Fox Valley Technical College with an Associate’s of Art Degree. She and her husband own 
their own home and have two dogs. 

 

 

Great Expectations 
Heather Burtman 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 The L.E. Phillips Career Development Center 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 91 

State Senate District 31 
 

As a Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps member at the L.E. Phillips Career Development Center 
(CDC), my technical title is Volunteer Coordinator. In actuality my title looks a little more like, 
“See a need. Fill a need.” Although I do coordinate volunteers as necessary, my days are also 
full of a myriad of other activities. My organization has diverse needs and I am here to meet 
those needs as much as I can. So far I have served through job coaching, data-entry, filling in at 
the Outreach Office for individuals at risk of experiencing homelessness, creating presentations, 
assisting with applications and resumes, and event planning, to name a few. I have gained 
experience in doing so many things that I never dreamed of doing, and more than that I have 
been granted the opportunity to work face-to-face with the individuals served by CDC. There is 
nothing like sitting down with someone and helping them fill out an application. It’s so simple, 
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and yet it makes all of the difference. There is nothing like ensuring that someone in need finds 
shelter for themselves and their kids on a ridiculously cold night; or referring someone who has 
been the victim of domestic abuse to a counselor who can help them; or handing someone a 
blanket; or seeing someone get a bed or a couch when they have been sleeping and sitting on 
the floor for the last month. I didn’t expect to be doing everything that I have been doing, but 
when you are able to see the difference that has been made on the faces of the individuals you 
have been a part of serving, it doesn’t matter what your expectations were. You are just happy 
to serve. 

Heather is a first year AmeriCorps member serving at the L.E. Phillips Career Development 
Center in Eau Claire, WI. She thinks that everyone should drink more Earl Grey tea.  
 

 

Journey 
Jacquelyn Sirianni 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 United Way of Marathon County 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 85 

State Senate District 29 
 

I am choosing to reflect in the form of a short story. Through my experience with AmeriCorps I 
have been given an opportunity that is absolutely invaluable. Upon being placed to serve at 
United Way of Marathon County, I was searching for a career that I would enjoy, be able to 
interact with people, give back to my community, and be challenged on a daily basis. Time and 
time again I doubted myself as I searched and applied for jobs, mainly because most of the 
requirements spoke about the need for experience. As a recent college graduate with three 
internships under my belt I came across United Way’s posting for an AmeriCorps member with 
Marshfield Clinics Volunteer Wisconsin. I decided this would be the perfect stepping stone to my 
journey.  
 
I cannot even began to put into words how wonderful of an experience this has been so far, I 
have been placed with an outstanding organization that has been supportive of me in my 
development and advancements. Some of the things that I have accomplished to date are 
things I never thought would even be possible. I have talked on my first radio show, helped to 
compile the Marathon County Give and Get Help Guide for 2015, and also coordinated and 
worked behind the scenes to help United Way of Marathon County kick off a reading pilot 
program with the Mosinee School District. These are just a few examples of how AmeriCorps 
has allowed me to grow, develop and gain the experience I was always searching for as a new 
college graduate.  
 
Jacquelyn has a bachelor’s degree in human service and leadership from the University of 
Wisconsin-Oshkosh with a minor in social justice and an emphasis in prejudice and 
discrimination. She is currently back in school working towards receiving her license as an 
AODA Counselor and is also working towards receiving her social work license. She has always 
enjoyed volunteering, and feels it is of personal high importance to be able give back to the 
community that she was raised in and has sought permanent residence in.  
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A Subtle Gesture 
Jeffrey Widmer 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 Blessings in a Backpack DC Everest- Wausau 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 85 

State Senate District 29 
 

Recently the news and internet was reporting that the actor Gene Hackman had died. It proved 
to be a false rumor but caused quite a stir in the internet community and in social media for a 
short period. Mr. Hackman was and is one of my favorite actors, so the news of his passing was 
interesting to me as were the articles that came out later that stated he was actually living a 
quiet and productive life in New Mexico. He does not act any longer but has written several 
novels. 

 
In one of the articles about Mr. Hackman, the writer asked Gene why he had success as an 
actor, and Gene told a story about his background that he felt aided him. Gene was the product 
of a broken home. He remembers the day his father left. It was not a big production; not a 
Hallmark Movie moment. Gene remembers that his father just left. Gene said he remembered 
that his father waved goodbye as he got in his car. That was all. There was a look in his father’s 
eye and a wave of the hand. Gene felt that it was a subtle gesture, but one he never forgot. As 
the story goes, Gene sensed that his success in acting was his ability to bring forth the 
restrained gestures that audiences could relate to. 

 
As AmeriCorps members we are a constant flow of subtle gestures. Perhaps it’s helping 
someone fill out a form; taking a minute to tie a client’s shoe; stopping to chat with someone 
who looks out of sorts; or offering a volunteer a ride home after a function. These are small 
positive things. They are all perceptive gestures.  

 
I am sure that AmeriCorps members collectively would like to end hunger in the U.S. and the 
World, stop violence in the streets, end racial strife, stop illicit drug trafficking, make abuse of 
children, families, and animals disappear, and make that happen in one fell swoop. But the 
reality is it takes many efforts and lots of time. As Mr. Hackman alluded to in his interview, 
AmeriCorps Members should not forget the power of the subtle gestures. It can make a 
difference in those that are touched on a daily basis. 

 
Jeff is an AmeriCorps member serving Blessings in a Backpack- DC Everest- Wausau providing 
weekend food (breakfast-lunch-snack x2)in a weekly backpack for K-7 grade students in need 
(approximately 500) in the D C Everest and Wausau school districts.  

 

 

Fall Seven Times, Stand up Eight 
Jennifer Brown 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 United Way of Dane County 
U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 

Starting over isn’t easy.  
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Stepping back to realize that you’ve been headed in the wrong direction for years isn’t easy. 
 
Admitting mistakes have been made and you must rectify those shortcomings isn’t easy.  
 
Allowing yourself to be vulnerable and accept criticism by friends and family isn’t easy.  
 
Working for a meager stipend to share your heart with the community isn’t easy.  
 
Do you know what is easy? Giving up. 
 
I believe obstacles are put in your way to see if what you want is really worth fighting for. Time 
and time again this is proven to be true. Rejoining AmeriCorps for a third service term and 
joining the Volunteer Wisconsin team has shown itself to be just what I needed to put my heart 
back in the place it belongs, serving my community, and helping empower others to make their 
lives better.  
 
Studies show that people who volunteer are happier than those who don’t volunteer. Happiness 
has been brought back into my life with this AmeriCorps position by serving in the Volunteer 
Center at the United Way of Dane County. I am fortunate to have been selected to be a member 
of a program that is bringing that same level of satisfaction and increased sense of well-being I 
feel every day to people throughout the state.  
 
Volunteer Wisconsin embraces the uniqueness of different types of organizations and volunteer 
opportunities. Members are given the tools to apply their knowledge and skills to assist our host 
sites in meeting the needs of current and future volunteers. Compared to past AmeriCorps 
service terms, the support and passion of everyone involved has been the biggest help in 
making my decision to start over less difficult than anticipated.  
 
My role in the Volunteer Center at United Way in Madison is unlike the other positions held by 
AmeriCorps members in this program. Many of the other members are working with nonprofits 
that need help creating a volunteer handbook or a tracking system. Though there is always 
room for improvement, those important items have effectively been put in place here and I can 
focus on the bigger picture; assisting in the development of a volunteer-led leadership 
development program. This program will be important and very intentional in providing an 
opportunity for those who aren’t typically asked to serve in leadership roles to learn more about 
their own strengths, skills, and what it means to serve on an executive board for a nonprofit.  
 
The time I’ve spent working with the committees and staff members to build this program has 
been nothing short of empowering and reassuring that I made the right choice to listen to my 
heart and follow my passion back to AmeriCorps. 

 
Jennifer has previously served with the AmeriCorps VISTA program in Houston, TX & 
Roseburg, OR. She is an avid bicyclist, coffee connoisseur, news junkie, and enjoys learning 
about all of the nonprofits in Madison. 
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A Great Experience 
Kanazia Thompson 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps  
 Milwaukee Center for Children and Youth, Inc.  

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

When I first heard about AmeriCorps, I was not too sure about becoming a member. I thought 
about how I would have to move to Milwaukee, how I would maintain all bills, and also a little 
worried about how I would provide for myself with such little money. Something came over me 
and made me stay after my first and only interview at the Milwaukee Center for Children and 
Youth, Inc. After a few weeks into my position, I was in love; however, after the first month went 
by I was overwhelmed. In my mind, this is not what I had expected, and wanted out as soon as 
possible. I felt as if I was not trained enough in order for me to serve my time in a way I was 
supposed to serve. As weeks went by, I start noticing the work that I was doing at my agency 
and how I was impacting everyone around me. Helping the Milwaukee community, families and 
children who are traumatized, that are in high risk and also working with 0-5 years of age on 
how to be nurturing was my training. My question then became, “What is AmeriCorps?” 
Knowing that I am here to build capacity for volunteers, I noticed I was helping my community in 
other areas while being known as the AmeriCorps Placement who is only here to build capacity.  

Being an AmeriCorps member gave me the benefit to explore the Milwaukee area. I have met 
people who hold high titles throughout the community as well as the state. Meeting people 
across the state that praised me for serving to help our community became more nurturing with 
the help of other volunteers. For three years, I have been a part of a great organization Alpha 
Kappa Alpha Sorority Inc., and our motto is to “Serve to all Mankind.” After being in this sorority 
and knowing what an Alpha woman stands for, I hold it to heart when I am serving with my 
AmeriCorps service gear on. I am here to serve to all mankind and provide the service that the 
Milwaukee community need.  

The few months that I am here with AmeriCorps, it has changed me as a person, as well as a 
volunteer. As a person, I have always wanted to help others above and beyond; however, as a 
volunteer, it changed my thinking as all volunteers put their hands together to serve a greater 
community by first finding volunteers that are nurturing to take on a task to help each 
community.  

Kanazia graduated from Lane College with a BA in criminal justice and a minor in sociology. 
She is a very proud member of AmeriCorps and she wears it proudly. 

 

 

Dreams 
Kate McDonald 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 South Wood County YMCA 
U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 72 

State Senate District 24 
 

“If your dreams don’t scare you, they aren’t big enough” - Muhammad Ali 
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One more step, one more pushup, one more set, and just one more minute. As I run on the 
treadmill, sweat dripping off my face and my muscles are weak. I can’t help but think of my 
goals in life. My plans seem to be big, almost unrealistic. I think to myself why not? AmeriCorps 
has given me the opportunity to spend the nights at home with my son. They have given me the 
job that lets me make a difference in people’s lives. I have the power to set the future for 
volunteer coordinators after me, to put them on a positive path of great relationships with the 
community. The paper work is done, the hours of searching for answers are done, and the 
bumps in the road are now smooth. They get to spend more time on using volunteers in the 
most effective and positive way possible. My dreams are coming true; I’m making people enjoy 
giving back. I’m making history. But my dreams aren’t done yet; they don’t stop at the YMCA. I 
want to go to college to become a nutritionist, make a difference in healthy living for children. 
Why stop there? Why not give back? AmeriCorps has done so much for my dreams that my 
future dreams go beyond college, I plan on still always giving back as a volunteer. A dream of 
keeping kids active and healthy would be great, but why not make a program for them to stay 
active by volunteering at the YMCA. It’s a large dream to be able to handle full time work, family, 
house work, and volunteering to make a new program. But as I step off the treadmill I look down 
and see that during all this thinking I had lost track of how far I was running or how long. My legs 
feel like they are going to fall off, until I look down the treadmill reads 2.2 miles. For the first time 
in my life my dream of running over two miles was completed. 
 
Kate is 23 years old, and has a 2-year-old son. She devotes much of her time to him and shows 
him how to live a happy life. Kate is serving in her first term of AmeriCorps. 

 

 

Making a Difference in the City 
Kathryn Taughinbaugh 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 Kids Matter Inc. 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 
Growing up, everyone has dreams, some to be a great doctor, great teacher, or even the 
president of the United States of America. But for me it was to make an impact on someone’s 
life. The question here is how do you make an impact? What does making an impact mean? 
There is no measurement; there is no test that will give you an A.  
 
All through college, I was privilege enough to have an opportunity to lead different mission trip 
experiences and help others in different cities throughout the U.S. The passion I had to help 
someone and make a difference stood out to me. This has always been something at my core, 
but why was it when it came to my home city I wasn’t sure what to do? I knew I could volunteer 
at my church, but where else and how else could I get involved within the city around me? 
 
I moved back to Milwaukee five years ago and decided I wanted to be involved in my city. 
Growing up I helped out with neighborhood clean ups and even helped paint a trash can to 
make our city more beautiful. I wanted to do something more and just wasn’t sure what that 
was.  
  
This past fall I was in the process of a job transition and maybe even a career change. I came 
across a posting for an organization called Kids Matter. I love kids and thought why not put my 
resume in. I learned this position was through a program called AmeriCorps. I began to reflect 



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

on that desire I had when I returned to Milwaukee and now here was my opportunity to give 
back to the city I called home. 
 
My term of service so far has been a whirlwind, but a great learning experience over all. I have 
begun to see what I am passionate about and how I would like to be more involved with children 
and youth of this city. Kids Matter believes every child deserves someone in their corner. They 
focus on working with foster children, kinship and relative caregivers. My role has been to help 
with engaging volunteers with the organization. 
 
Being a volunteer can look vastly different, but one thing has hit me the hardest this year. When 
it comes to serving and volunteering, it can be as simple as donating a Christmas gift to a child. 
You never truly know what the impact maybe, but you are making an impact on a child’s life. 
You are providing a wish coming true, one that no one was really sure could happen. There is 
such a need here in the city for volunteers to help out and be involved. No matter where life 
leads me after my term, I am excited to now know of how I can volunteer and make an impact 
on someone life here in Milwaukee.  
 
Kathryn is a Milwaukee native, who loves working with children and youth, being creative and 
learning people’s stories.  

 

 

Facilitating in the Fox Den 
Katrina Martz 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 Omro Area Community Center 
U.S. Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 53 

State Senate District 18 
 

“Are you sure you won’t be staying past August?” Erin asked me as we went over the mission 
statement of Little Fox Literacy. 

 
“That’s when my term ends” was all I could reply. Together with Erin and Sherry, Director of 
Curriculum and Instruction for the Omro School District (OSD) and Executive Director of the 
Omro Area Community Center (OACC) respectively, I have been working out a collaboration 
with the goal that “every student graduates from the School District of Omro a literate citizen” 
(Literacy Team, 2015) which we call Little Fox Literacy. This collaboration takes volunteers 
recruited by the OACC and, working in concert with teachers in the OSD, places them with 
struggling readers to provide extra support. 

 
Little Fox Literacy is in its infancy; Erin, Sherry, and I are working together to implement a 
program unimagined just months ago. I have handed over permissions for background checks 
from interested volunteers to Erin when she asks if I will stay beyond my term of service. Erin is 
excited to start the first year of this program and is somewhat nettled to find that I may not be 
around to see our collaboration come into fruition. 

 
We set the date for our first meeting with teachers and volunteers. In a cozy lounge, 
introductions were made and goals were shared. I was delighted to see volunteers and teachers 
are so accommodating of each other pairing schedules to benefit the students. The teachers 
were enthusiastic and eager to get much needed help with struggling students and volunteer 
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readers were practically buzzing with excitement to start working with the teachers and 
students. 

 
As conversations flow concerning needs of students and optimal scheduling, I find myself 
realizing for the first time that this cooperative may not have been ready to be initiated so soon 
without my assistance. The Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps program gave me the training, 
access to the resources, and, possibly most important, the time I needed to help create and 
implement a crucial literacy program. Perhaps I will not be able to continue to take such a large 
part in Little Fox Literacy after the end of my term, but I know that what I accomplished here will 
continue to help bring the community together and fight illiteracy long after I’ve gone. 

 
Katrina Martz, originally from Iron River, Michigan, holds a Bachelor of Arts with an English 
major from the University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh. In the words of one of her nieces: “She 
graduated for herself and to show us not to drop out.” She is currently serving her first term with 
AmeriCorps. 

 

 

Change of Heart 
Kimberly Rampier 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 Mentor Superior – Superior 
U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 73 

State Senate District 25 
 

Ever since I was a little kid, my passion has been to help someone in some way. I just wasn’t 
sure how. As I got older, my passion never changed, just the different types of people that I 
wanted to help. I have changed my mind a million times about who I wanted to help and in what 
field. I started at school in 2013 focusing on human service, knowing that I did not want to work 
with children. Starting the beginning of my last semester this year, I still did not want to work 
with children at all. I have always thought that my services would be better used with adults. Boy 
was I wrong! 

 
Being an AmeriCorps member has changed my perspective on what I want to do big time. Even 
though I have children of my own and I love children, I just wanted to stay away from them 
career wise. I couldn’t have been more wrong. As I see the kids working with their mentors, my 
heart just melts. I see the glow in their eyes and the smiles on their faces when they meet, and I 
just know that I want to continue to see this throughout my career. I know that it’s not all going to 
be smiles and fun times, but at least I can make an effort!  

 
There was a little boy that’s in 3rd grade that came to meet his mentor for the first time. He was 
shy and sat three chairs from her and wouldn’t even make eye contact. The mentor and I tried 
to come up with ideas to make him more comfortable and relaxed. She brought games to play, 
books to read and just talked to the little boy. After the 3rd meeting, this little boy comes running 
out of his classroom when he sees us at the door to get him. He has a huge smile on his face 
that seems to never go away during the time he is being mentored. He now sits next to his 
mentor and talks to her. Seeing this huge change in this little boy in such a short period of time 
is incredible. I want to make that kind of change in people’s lives! 

 
Now that I have 2 months left of school, I know for sure that I want to work with children. If I was 
never introduced to AmeriCorps and never had the opportunity to be an AmeriCorps member, I 
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would still be wondering who I want to help and in what field. Kids are vulnerable, innocent, 
precious children, and they need someone that will be an advocate for them and help them 
through their lives, and I for sure will be one of those people! 

 
Kimberly will be graduating from WITC with her a degree in human services in May 2015. She 
then will continue her journey at UW-Superior to get her bachelor’s degree in social work so she 
can continue her passion for helping people.  

 

 

Rocking Out  
Kristine Seim 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 Marshfield Clinic Center for Community Outreach 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 69 

State Senate District 23 
 
When I went to read the first submission for the Volunteer Rock Star, I didn’t know what to 
expect. I definitely didn’t expect that the first submission would also be the first winner of the 
Volunteer Rock Star Award.  
 
The Volunteer Rock Star is an award that my supervisor and I created for the Volunteer 
Wisconsin website and an award that is meant to showcase our amazing or rocking volunteers 
throughout the state of Wisconsin. Now, when we first came up with the idea we were 
convinced that it would take a while for us to get our first nomination. We thought it would be at 
least a couple of weeks or even a month before we would receive our first nomination; however, 
within a day of putting up the nomination form on the Volunteer Wisconsin website, we found 
our first winner of the Volunteer Rock Star, Barb. We were both shocked and a little unprepared 
to have a winner so soon after putting up the nomination form. But after reading her nomination 
and speaking to the volunteer director that nominated her, I am happy and proud that Barb is 
the winner of the Volunteer Rock Star Award. She is a wonderful human being. 
 
Kristine Seim is a 2009 graduate from the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point and a sister of 
Delta Phi Epsilon.  

 

 

Pushing Through to Measurable Success 
Lynelle LaVenture 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 Interfaith Caregivers of Polk County 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 28 

State Senate District 10 
 

Do you know that uncomfortable feeling when you’re being pushed outside your comfort zone? 
You WANT to do it – to learn, to grow, to go beyond what you’ve imagined – except there’s a 
sinking feeling in the pit of your stomach; that familiar feeling of dread typically stops you. Then, 
you do it, and you feel braver, stronger, smarter and more resilient…..until the next time. This is 
what my experience has been with AmeriCorps. A rollercoaster ride of “I-CAN’T-DO-THAT!” to 
“I-CAN-DO- IT! I-DID-IT!” over and over again. 



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

 
It all started with an ELEVEN-PAGE application. Next was the FOUR-DAY orientation. (I-can’t-
do-that! & I-DID-IT!) Then came all the important stuff we learned at orientation. MY LAST 
CLASS WAS 23 YEARS AGO! (I-can’t-do-that! & I-DID-IT!) Write press releases. Write stories 
for newsletters. (I-can’t-do-that! & I-DID-IT!) Revise volunteer descriptions / brochure / 
application / handbook. Hold volunteer orientation. (I-can’t-do-that! & I-DID-IT!) Help plan a 
regional training. Promote Webinars. (I-can’t-do-that! & I-DID-IT!) Make and use an elevator 
speech. Attend a community volunteer fair. (I-can’t-do-that! & I-DID-IT!) In addition to this was a 
learning curve for the day-to-day operations that come with a new position. It’s been quite the 
ride and I am a better person for it. 
 
My position of a Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps member serving Interfaith Caregivers of Polk 
County as Volunteer Resource Specialist is a mouthful, and my goal is building volunteer 
capacity through recruitment and retention. A family of three was recruited from my piece in 
Interfaith Caregivers’ quarterly newsletter. In two months they have made a difference in the 
lives of a dozen senior citizens and disabled adults by volunteering 115 hours and driving 700 
miles! Mrs. Smith, from the family of three, said, “Volunteering gives you a greater sense of the 
world around you.” She can relate to one of the services Interfaith Caregivers of Polk County 
provides clients - coordinating volunteers to deliver boxes of food and commodities. “When I 
was a little girl, about 5 or 6 years old, I can remember this big box of food on our kitchen table. 
I stood on a chair to look at all of it. Someone from the community dropped it off for my family. 
We were poor, didn’t have much money. I was one of nine kids. That food meant A LOT to our 
family! And now I am the person who is delivering the boxes of food to other people who need 
it.” This volunteer assignment is the Smith’s favorite. They have also been a godsend to 
Interfaith Caregivers by accepting driving assignments when our volunteer pool was at its all-
time low – winter. The majority of volunteers are retired, and many go south for winter. For 
those who remain, there are some who succumb to colds or flu or those who don’t want to brave 
the road conditions, and this leaves a very small pool of volunteers available. So the impact of 
this family to our program is large, perhaps even as large as their hearts. 
  
Lynelle LaVenture was entrenched in an average, middle aged, Midwestern lifestyle prior to 
serving in AmeriCorps. Whilst in between career positions, she received a call asking if she was 
interested in AmeriCorps. Her gut (and God), said “YES!” 

 

 

Ordinary People Making an Extraordinary Difference! 
Marguerite Mark 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 BRIDGE for Youth and Adults with Disabilities 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 30 

Wisconsin Senate District 10 
 

I kissed my eight-year-old daughter and hugged her closely. “I will be home before you know it,” 
I said, “and Dad has some fun things planned for you to do together while I am away.” I gave my 
husband of ten years a long hug and told him I loved him. I opened my front door and began my 
AmeriCorps journey. I was off to my first orientation camp, completely unsure of what I was 
about to encounter. I was afraid I would be the oldest member there. I held a stereotype that 
AmeriCorps was for young adults coming out of college. Once I arrived I was greeted by the 
very friendly AmeriCorps staff. There was a buzz of excitement in the room. Some members 
were having their pictures taken for identification purposes and others were finishing up paper 
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work. I was informed I could choose any cabin I wanted and so I chose the cabin closest to the 
building that our training sessions were to be conducted in. I hauled my baggage, blankets and 
pillow from my car to my cabin. After catching my breath and unpacking a few things I was off to 
my first session of training. I was thrilled and relieved to discover other older adults in the 
program. I wasn’t going to be the oldest one after all! 
 
I was so impressed with my AmeriCorps companions. They were ordinary people desiring to do 
an extraordinary task. Some of us knew exactly why we had joined and others were still figuring 
that out. Regardless of our confidence levels one thing we all shared was an enthusiasm to 
serve. It was exhilarating meeting so many people with a desire to serve others and give with so 
much passion. During our orientation we were presented with relevant training on the basic 
building blocks of volunteer management. The leadership had us engage in several team 
building exercises. I had to admit they were fun activities that produced positive results. It’s fun 
to see the different qualities people reveal of themselves when playing games and competing 
for fun.  
 
The volunteers who serve at my host site are extraordinary people also! They come from 
different backgrounds and skill sets. I’m fortunate to have many college students volunteering 
for me. They are young with loads of enthusiasm and vision. I am proud to be serving them and 
helping them to reach their goals and grow in confidence. Many of these students are pursuing 
a career in education and social work. I am so excited to give them an opportunity for a hands-
on experience with our clients. It’s been great listening to my volunteers tell me how their 
experience at BRIDGE is making a positive difference in their life. Not only are they able to 
serve our clients, but they are also learning and growing in positive ways themselves. It’s a win-
win relationship!  
 
Marguerite and her family moved to Hudson, Wisconsin in 2012 from Burnsville, Minnesota. She 
was then hired as a Program Associate for BRIDGE For Youth and Adults with Disabilities in 
August 2013. She has twenty years of experience working with people who have disabilities. 
Upon seeing the AmeriCorps opportunity offered by her current host site she felt the need to 
pursue it. Marguerite has been serving as a volunteer coordinator for almost five months now 
and she knows she made the right decision. She is so grateful for the AmeriCorps opportunity 
that has offered her personal growth and skill development.  

 

 

A Green Bay Winter Tale 
 Natalie Longley  

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 The Volunteer Center of Brown County 

U.S. Congressional District 8 
State Assembly District 90 

Senate Assembly District 30 
 

I’ve never lived somewhere that snows – that really snows. Sure I’ve had the occasional few 
days off school because 2-3 inches were on the ground but Wisconsin winters were like nothing 
I’ve ever experienced. I grew up around Portland, OR and went to college in Seattle, WA where 
our definition of cold weather is about 20 degrees Fahrenheit. This past October as I was driving 
out from Washington to Green Bay, WI I was both excited and scared for the winters everyone 
kept describing. I got the joy of discovering what my antilock brakes do on ice and how that 
anything left in my car will freeze. Overall though I learned to adapt, and now I can say with a 
fair amount of confidence that I know how to drive in snow, in real snow. 
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Another thing I learned about living in Wisconsin is that you have to shovel snow off your 
driveway…frequently – if you plan on taking your car anywhere that is. This winter I also 
discovered just how many seniors and people with disabilities throughout Brown County can’t 
shovel their driveways. Now this may not seem like a huge hurdle, you’re probably thinking 
“Can’t their neighbor shovel? Why don’t they just pay a service?” First off how many people 
know their neighbors well enough to even ask for a cup of sugar let alone free labor, and 
secondly most of the people who really need help with shoveling can’t afford to pay for it. As this 
state’s population ages this matter is only going to get worse. At the Volunteer Center I tried to 
get these people help with their snow shoveling needs by recruiting volunteers. Unfortunately 
there is much too large of a need for help and not enough people willing or able to volunteer, 
which leaves us with a lot of people whose needs are unmet.  

I’ve been able to accomplish great things and do a lot of fulfilling work these past few months at 
the Volunteer Center, and I’m very grateful for the opportunities I’ve had. But I still wish I could 
have found a way to get more people involved with their neighbors, to make more people aware 
of this winter crisis that many seniors and people with disabilities face, and to hopefully inspire 
more people to help their neighbors who need someone to shovel their driveway. If you know 
someone in your neighborhood who needs help shoveling the snow next winter, take a few 
extra minutes out of your morning and walk on over to lend them a helping hand! If everyone 
had this kind of mentality then we wouldn’t have this kind of problem to begin with. 

Natalie graduated from Seattle Pacific University in Seattle, WA with a B.S. in human biology 
and has thus far loved her adventures from living in Wisconsin!  
 

  

Volunteering Matters 
Pahoua Xiong 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 Feeding America Eastern Wisconsin 

U.S Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 
Volunteering allows people from all walks of life to contribute their time and skills to making a 
positive difference. Being a volunteer coordinator through the Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
program, has allowed me to understand the amount of oversight and management that is 
needed to run a successful volunteer program. I’ve long known the impact that I can make as a 
volunteer by contributing my effort to a cause or non-profit organization, but I never quite knew 
how much work was required to recruiting volunteers and operating a volunteer program. 
Serving at Feeding America Eastern Wisconsin has been a great learning experience for me 
professionally, and I’ve been able to share my volunteer experience with all of my volunteers 
and remind them of the difference they’re making to feed those who are food insecure. 
Everyone has their own reasons as to why they choose to volunteer, and it’s truly inspiring to 
hear people’s stories and learn what motivates them. Every bit of help can make a difference. 
I’ve embraced my role as an ambassador for Feeding America as well as our volunteers to the 
community. Volunteers help communities every day—they matter.  

Pahoua Xiong is a third year AmeriCorps member, and after working and volunteering abroad, 
she decided to serve once more with AmeriCorps upon her return. This is her first year with 
Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps.  
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The Joys of Service 
Paige Wielgos 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 Goodman Community Center 
U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 

For the past few months, I have had the pleasure of helping to coordinate a volunteer program 
at a vibrant community center in Madison, WI. We have a dedicated group of about 150 
individuals who volunteer with us on a regular basis. As is fitting with our mission as a 
community center, volunteers are a valued and integral part of our programs. Volunteers allow 
us to provide diverse, valuable, and high-quality services to our community, but it has been just 
as wonderful to observe how the benefit is two-fold. Volunteering brings people so much joy, 
keeps them engaged, and strengthens our community. I am grateful to be able to witness this 
every day. 
 
Paige Wielgos graduated from UW-Madison with a degree in Art History. 
 

 

MS Summit 2015 
 Sara Frame 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
The National MS Society- WI Chapter 

U.S. Congressional District 5 
State Assembly District 99 

State Senate District 33 
 
Everyone is busy trying to get everything ready with binders, signs, and what their job will be for 
our MS Summit event. I have found seventeen volunteers to be in charge of check-in, greeting, 
breakfast and lunch. We all show up with our caffeinated beverages in hand. The people that I 
have found to volunteer show up and take their positions so that the event can run smoothly.  

When we get to lunch, I explain the position these individuals have signed up for. I say, “Just 
assist if they need help with getting their lunches back to their tables. But make sure you ask if 
they need assistance; don’t just assume they need help.” I walk back and watch over the check- 
in area again. The lunch crowd comes in and I am watching as my volunteers are assisting and 
talking with the attendees of our event. I suddenly notice that one volunteer has a sandwich in 
her hand. I watch her for a moment to see if she is eating or why she has a sandwich in her 
hand. I watch as she takes the sandwich and lifts it to an attendee’s mouth because they 
needed assistance with eating.  

Looking around I forget what we do here at the MS Society. When you sit in your cubicle all day, 
you forget the reason why you are finding volunteers suddenly it becomes emotionless. You 
forget there are those people who WANT to help other people and don’t need thanks. In the 
society that we live in today, everyone needs thanks, praise and recognition for what they are 
doing. I happen to fall into the category of people that feel uncomfortable when people 
recognize things I have done and I would rather just do things because it is the right thing to do.  
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I told this volunteer what an amazing thing it was to see her selflessly feed another person and 
she said it was nothing; however, to the person she helped, it meant everything. That was when 
it dawned on me: I truly am helping people better others’ lives. By finding volunteers we are 
helping people regain independence and self-confidence. We truly are changing the world and I 
wish I would have realized the impact volunteering had years ago. Thankfully, I get that 
opportunity now. After I am done with my service I will continue to volunteer with the MS Society 
because I believe in what we are doing for people. I believe that volunteers are very valuable 
and by donating your time you are showing who you truly are even without recognition. I am 
proud to say I am an AmeriCorps member and I am changing the world, one volunteer at a time. 

Sara Frame is a volunteer coordinator for the National MS Society-WI Chapter in Hartland, WI. 
She is a wife and step-mother to two children who challenge her to be a better person. She 
hopes to instill in them how important it is to volunteer and donate your time to others. 

 

 

Can You Imagine? 
Shaynan Holen 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps  
 Vernon County Unit on Aging 
U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 96 

State Senate District 32 
 
Can you imagine… 

Being cut off from the rest of the world due to illness, injury, or disability? 

Can you imagine… 

Having to choose between food, medication, rent, or utility bills because your Social 
Security check can’t cover everything… And having to go without food? 

Can you imagine… 

The highlight of your day being the five minutes your meal hauler comes to your door, 
with a meal in hand, asking you how your day has been, and wanting to know if you are all 
right? That you are warm enough in the winter on the coldest days of the year?  

Can you imagine… 

Worrying about how you are going to be able to get to life saving treatment or medical 
appointments when you have no car, no close friends or relatives, and you live ten miles or 
more outside of city limits? 

Can you imagine… 

The fear of living alone, isolated, with no one to turn to for help? 

Hundreds of people in Vernon County and across the country as a whole don’t have to imagine 
these possibilities. They are a reality for many senior and disabled citizens who live outside of 
and away from a core support system. But the Vernon County Unit on Aging, and other 
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department agencies just like it, are combatting these fears and providing the services 
necessary for everyone in our communities to live a long, quality life. 

This is the population my volunteers serve and support. We don’t just provide a meal and a ride; 
we provide something much more profound: Human Connection. For so many seniors and 
disabled individuals in Vernon County, the only contact they have with the outside world, apart 
from their televisions and radios, is the person who delivers their meal or takes them to 
appointments. Since Social Security can barely pay for the necessities, many people have to 
choose to go without food so that they can keep their homes and pay for their medications.  

I served as both a volunteer at our dining centers and as a meal hauler, and the thanks I see in 
the eyes of those I help is amazing. They are so grateful for someone who shows that they care 
and would gladly spend an hour or longer talking to their volunteer. Unfortunately, that isn’t 
possible because of time constraints, but we do what we can.  

With AmeriCorps and Volunteer Wisconsin’s help, the Unit on Aging has been able to expand 
their volunteer base and help more people. I am blessed to know that I made some small 
contribution in the life of a complete stranger, easing the mind and emotional burdens of their 
caretakers, and helped a population that is very close to my heart.  

Shaynan is a recent University of Wisconsin – La Crosse graduate with delusions of grandeur 
and plans to save the world. She lives on her family farm with her mom, a menagerie of cats, a 
dog, a possum, and two blind, precocious cows.  
 

 

My ½ Year of Change 
Trisha Steinhorst 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 United Way of Portage County 
U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 71  

State Senate District 24  
 

Sometimes we set out to make a difference in the lives of others not 
realizing the difference, change or impact that it will have on our own life. 

I am serving my term with United Way, an organization that runs like a well-oiled machine. What 
impact could I possibly make in an office that profoundly affects so many lives in our community 
already? In my heart I wish that I could “show how my service was impactful” as requested in 
our guide, but all that came to my mind is how impactful this opportunity with Volunteer 
Wisconsin AmeriCorps and the United Way has been on the life of my family.  

A few years ago my 14-year-old son, 6-year-old Border Collie, and I fell on hard times. With our 
belongings in storage, we moved from attic to basement, moving five times in 3 ¾ years. 
Something absolutely needed to change. So as a single parent, at the age of 38, it was time for 
yet another life altering decision. Terrified, embarrassed, excited and optimistic, I put my pride in 
my back pocket, moved us to Stevens Point into public housing and asked for food assistance. I 
set out to apply for college full-time and find part-time work to help support us. Through my 
search, I came across this AmeriCorps position at United Way. My heart fell in love with the 
position, but I thought it was a long shot based on my lack of experience. I prayed on the way to 
my interview that if this is where God wants me, this is where I’ll be, and if not, then he has 
another plan for me. I wasn’t home but ten minutes after my interview when my phone rang. My 
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stomach sank and I thought one of two things; they had more questions or they selected 
another applicant. I couldn’t have been farther from the truth… and so my journey began.  

Because of AmeriCorps/Volunteer Wisconsin, I have learned a lot about the United Way 
organization and the agencies they fund, expanded my use of Microsoft Office, and office skills. 
I’ve used online tools to create a newsletter, schedule meetings and conduct surveys. I’ve been 
on the radio, created a Volunteer Guide, tutored children, written proposals and am currently 
working on a Volunteer Handbook; plus experiences that are changing me and my future. 

Outside of my service at the United Way, I take minutes for Evergreen Community Initiatives, 
serve on five committees, I am forming new friendships, have become almost debt free, and am 
bettering my mental and physical health. I have a newfound self-confidence that has given me 
the courage to go for my dream of building an ‘Impact Center’, but most importantly, for the first 
time in my life I am setting an example for my son on how to work toward having a successful 
future. 

You cannot reach your hand down to help someone off the ground  
if you too are lying right next to them. 

 
Trisha lives in Stevens Point, WI and is doing her best to guide her son into a life of fulfillment; 
she encourages him to set goals and never giving up on his dreams. For the first time in a long 
time she is living life with no regrets and embracing her life’s journey. With Trisha’s passion to 
make a difference in the lives of others she has created a multi county online platforms to 
connect thousands of people to help each other out in their times of need. 
 

 

Because Every Child Needs Someone in Their Corner 
Vanessa Harris 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 Kids Matter Inc. 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

Kids Matter is a nonprofit organization in Milwaukee advocating for abused and neglected 
children—specifically those who are in the foster care system or kinship care (meaning a family 
member who is not their parent is taking care of them).  

 
It can get heavy in the office occasionally. The staffs here are helping families that have been 
affected by trauma, and the reality of the foster care system can be bleak at times. What’s 
inspirational, though, is that one goal is motivating everyone involved to do the best they can: 
keep kids safe. We have people inquiring to volunteer all the time. Families and other 
organizations are forever putting together packages for us to distribute to kids. It’s amazing to 
see that. The impact such a small organization can make really gives a person the perspective 
that your size don’t have to be large to strike change. 

 
Though the numbers fluctuates every year, on average there’s over 2000 children in Milwaukee 
County’s foster care system. As a Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps Member I’m proud to be 
serving at a site that has such a passion for making a difference in a community that often is 
overlooked. When I finish my term in August I’ll know that the hours spent went into an 
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organization that does everything in its power to provide brighter futures for children who need 
someone in their corner.  
 
Vanessa is a Milwaukee native and Marquette University graduate. This is her first term as an 
AmeriCorps member. 
 

 

American Dream 
Tricia Adams 

Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps 
 Greater Green Bay Habitat for Humanity 

U.S. Congressional District 8 
State Assembly District 5 

State Senate District 2 
 
For years I have volunteered with various non-profit organizations: community theater, 
museums, and after school programs. But I have always wanted to work with Habitat for 
Humanity. Through the Volunteer Wisconsin AmeriCorps program I have been able to finally 
work with Habitat. I expected to do a little administrative work, lend a hand at the retail store, 
and maybe help build a house. I never expected to get to know the families that Habitat helps 
and to be so touched by their situations. In the past, I have been unemployed and struggled to 
make ends meet. But listening to some of the families talk about the conditions in which they 
had to live, I realize I have always been very fortunate. The fact that these families don’t let 
things get them down has made a big impression on me. Seeing their faces and how extremely 
grateful they were for their homes is astonishing. For some of the families, owning a home of 
their own means the world to them. In this way it has been amazing to see families realize the 
new American Dream.  
 

Tricia graduated from the University of Tennessee in 2004 with a B.A. in history. This is her first 
year serving as an AmeriCorps member. 
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Milwaukee Christian Center YouthBuild 
AmeriCorps Program 
 

 
 

The Youthbuild/AmeriCorps program at the Milwaukee Christian Center is a workforce 

development program that provides low-income, at-risk youth and young adults, ages 18 to 

24, with comprehensive training and employment services in order to help them lead 

responsible lives. Participants receive academic assistance so they can earn their GEDs, as 

well as hands-on construction skills through the building or rehabilitation of houses. These 

houses are then marketed to low-income, first time home buyers, thereby also improving the 

housing stock in the city’s central district. Youth also serve the community by participating in 

various service projects. 
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My Service Story 
Andrew Cooper 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 

 
The AmeriCorps YouthBuild Program is one of the best programs that I have ever been in. It is 
one where you can learn a trade. Learn about yourself. Also, you have the opportunity to learn 
about others around you; people with whom you may never have had the opportunity to be 
associated with under any other circumstances. These people have become my teachers, 
mentors, co-workers, and friends. 

Learning has always been a passion of mine, and it just so happens that construction is another 
passion of mine. So when I found out that there was an awesome program in the Milwaukee 
area that combined those two things that I love so much, I thought that was awesome. Since 
coming into the program I have learned various different carpentry skills while building new 
homes and handicap ramps. I have used these tools to fuel my passion for learning the 
construction trade. Not only am I helping to better my own life by building these houses, I am 
actually helping to build a family a safe comfortable place to live, which just warms my heart. 

Andrew Cooper is 23 years old and prefers to be called Coop. He has been a part of the MCC 
YouthBuild program since October of 2014. 
 

 

My Service Story 
Ariel Dotstry 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 
During my five months at Milwaukee Christian Center I have obtained several certifications. The 
opportunities here seem to be endless. When I first arrived here I was very quiet because I felt I 
needed to stand out by not being the center of attention. In doing so I saw what this program is 
really for. This isn’t just job training. This is a place where you can grow and also watch others 
around you grow as well. It is as if our coordinator Lois Nugent is taking the role of a foster 
parent who has to adjust to each individual personality and help construct the perfect plan of 
preparation that fits YOU. Greatly appreciated more then she knows. 
 
Around mid-October I had to complete an ISS, which is a list of accomplishments you would like 
to achieve by the time your programs is over. “Pointless,” is what I thought. Yet, little did I know 
that this written plan would be more motivating then anything I had ever done. To set a due date 
for my success was so nerve-racking because, in my mind, no matter what, I had to beat the 
deadline. I put down: obtain GED, get new motorcycle, get new car, and most of all, find a 
profession that does not feel like work but that makes me feel like I’m not fully alive unless I’m 
doing it. Well, I have my GED, I got a new motorcycle, and a “newer” car, and carpentry makes 
me feel alive. It is fun, physical and rewarding and, not just the pay. To know you came to a hole 
in the ground (excavation) and when the job was finished there stood a two story house that will 
be loved as a home for some deserving family – that is truly rewarding. That feeling is far more 
precious than any paycheck, Even though the money doesn’t hurt, ha.  
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Ariel is the proud father of a beautiful little girl and is soon-to-be wed to a lovely woman. He is 
also pleased to say that he has obtained all the certifications the program offers along with his 
GED, thanks to his teacher Steven. He thanks those who have read his reflection piece along 
with everyone who supports AmeriCorps and the Youth Corps in particular. He also would like 
to thank Dorothy Stoneman, the founder of the YouthBuild program, with which my AmeriCorps 
program is associated, for her belief in his generation.  

 

 

My Reflection – Pt.2 
Derrick Holloway 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 
Coming for a second term, I was proud of all of that I had accomplished, the certifications, 
passing 2 of my GED tests, and learning basic construction/carpentry skills. Now that I’m back 
for a second term I’m extremely motivated to make the best of the time that I’m here. My long 
and short term goals have expanded and now I have what I like to call my ultimate goal: 
completing my GED so I can target and pursue my career and open doors of success. I’m at the 
door, but education is the key. 
 
I know I have great responsibility, I’m older than many of the members, and I have experience 
from previous training. I feel it’s my responsibility to be a model to my peers and, at the same 
time, reach my own goals. I still have short and long term goals, but my main goal is to get my 
GED. Almost a whole year has gone by without me passing a test. To obtain my GED I still must 
pass Social Studies and Math. I’ve taken both tests but didn’t pass. I need to improve is my 
study skills and stay focused. I have to eliminate distractions that are keeping me back from 
success. Things like being on my phone, letting my mind wander, and playing around when I 
should be studying. 
 
This program had, and still has a very profound impact on my life. When I first came, I was 
extremely anti-social. After meeting the staff and members I developed a new goal, which was 
to step out of my comfort zone. So much for that, now that I did I bet everybody wishes I’d go 
back to being anti-social. 
  
The skills and knowledge I’ve obtained here have been helpful to me in my everyday life. Often I 
get hired to do side jobs using the training I’m receiving. I’ve repaired walls, ceilings, put up 
doors, replaced stairs etc. By the end of the term I’ll have my mind made about if I’ll chose 
carpentry as my career. 
 
Another goal I’ve accomplished in the program is that I finally passed my road test and obtained 
my license thanks to Andrea. I can’t thank her enough but for playing a part in overcoming one 
of my greatest obstacles.  
 
I’m very appreciative of Tim, Andrea, Melody, Sarah, Steve, John, and Lois for being such 
wonderful people. They’re great mentors and friends. I love them like family, I hate to leave 
them behind after I graduate, but I’m proud to say they are doing a good job with preparing me 
for success. After I graduate from this program, I plan on going straight to college, pursuing a 
career, while at the same time holding down a good paying job and taking care of my family. 
Ultimately, I would like to travel the world.  



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

 
Derrick Holloway Jr. has been a member with the YouthBuild AmeriCorps program for two 
terms. 
 

 

The Big Picture 
Derrick Johnson 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 
When I first came into the program I was really down on life. It was like my life was going 
nowhere. I had just lost my job and was in desperate need. I am on probation and my agent 
suggested I apply for the YouthBuild program. I did, and was accepted. But, every day I came 
on with a go hard or go home attitude. I didn’t really care about the other people that were in the 
program, I was there for me. Before long I learned that even though I didn’t care about anybody 
else, everybody here cared about me. Both the staff and the other members made me feel that I 
mattered. This really made me feel humble and proud at the same time. As the days went by I 
began to learn the responsibility of an adult and the value of a well-earned dollar. Here I was, 
working a manly job, paying my bills (barely), and learning how to be my own supporting cast. 
 
I have learned some things here in the program. I often distance myself from others and shy 
away from interaction because I don’t trust people at all. Although I hope that is not true, I 
honestly think that may never change; however, I have learned to have a welcoming demeanor 
at the workplace, and how to keep employee-employer and employee-employee relationships 
respectful and professional. 
  
I have also earned certifications that open up doors that were closed to me and that bring peace 
to the raging battle in my head. Now I have the tools and skills to obtain a decent job while 
pursing the bigger picture. 
 
This program has provided more stability and hope that there is still a life worth living for young 
black men in Wisconsin. When I went to jail I honestly thought life as I knew it was gone. 
Everything I worked so hard for was gone right down the drain, like I never did anything in life 
that was positive. The world saw and treated me as if there was no such thing as a second 
chance. I am reminded of my purpose and my goals as I go through this program. There needs 
to be change on a higher level because there are a lot of people like me who can’t get back to 
the brighter side of life. That’s why I plan to take up political science in college and make my 
mark. 
 
I have always been a hard worker. It feels good to be acknowledged as one. I am blessed to 
have the opportunity to make changes not only in myself, but eventually, in a society that seems 
to have lost hope for black men. 
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From Desperation to Hope 
Dodge Powell 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 
When I look back to December, 2014, I was in jail. I sat and thought about how I could change 
my life before I was released January 14th, 2015. After I was released, I went to see my 
probation officer. I came to her in desperate need of help. I left her office without thinking that 
help was ever going to be there. Before I made it home she called me and told me about 
YouthBuild. I remember she was so excited to tell me about it. And, as I listened, I became 
excited too. Maybe this would be the thing I needed. 
 
I went to an overview and after hearing about YouthBuild, I hoped it was exactly what I needed 
in my life. Now, entering my third month of YouthBuild, I know it is exactly what I needed. Thus 
far I have received four training certifications while I also work on my GED in class. I enjoy 
working on the job sites and learning construction skills with my team members. I am really 
grateful to be a member of YouthBuild. I appreciate the help and support I get from everyone 
here. 
 
I feel really good about myself knowing all of the positive changes I am making. I am looking 
forward to my future now, and I really enjoy the experience. I can say honestly if I hadn’t joined 
YouthBuild I wouldn’t be doing so well. It is a great feeling to be productive and responsible. 
There are not too many occasions that you can enter a program so helpful and beneficial. I am 
so thankful and I am going to continue to do my best. 
 
Dodge is 24 years old and has been in the program for three months.  
 

 

Semper Fi 
James Sims 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 
Being in this program has taught me a lot, whether it’s carpentry skills, the soft skills, forklift, 
HAZWOPER, the First Aid certification training, or just life skills in general. This program has 
given me that push that I needed to really start moving forward to my end goal. And that’s to 
become a United States Marine and then go to college to become a mechanical engineer. I 
want to be in the Marines for the adventure, the training, the college money, and to serve my 
country. Plus, seeing new countries and exploring new cultures is a fantastic bonus. Being in 
AmeriCorps can be compared to being in the Marines because it is an adventure, there is 
money for college involved, and you get to serve your community. And, as a bonus, you get to 
associate with people of different backgrounds and cultures. That is why I like this program – it’s 
always something different. 
 
This program is beneficial to communities as well as to the individuals in the program. 
Individuals receive training that helps them have a more successful life, and communities 



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

receive the benefit of new and improved housing stock, a well trained workforce and a cadre of 
well-prepared volunteers. But the most important benefit in my eyes is that it pushes the 
members to strive for greatness. I see this everyday working alongside my peers. They are 
determined to reach their goals and beyond. And that is something I’ve been inspired to do with 
the encouragement of my peers push myself to fullest and keep going. Set the bar high and 
refuse to settle for the minimum in life. I want to live, not just breathe. 
 
Being in YouthBuild is a great experience and it should be expanded to more communities. I 
think that it could benefit and have a great effect on more lives. It teaches work ethics, trade 
skills, and how to be responsible. But it all starts with us as individuals pushing themselves to 
get up and handle their responsibilities. We should all strive for greatness and push ourselves to 
be all we can be and then keep pushing some more. 
 
James Sims is a member at the Milwaukee Christian Center in the Youth Build program. He’s 
21 years old and feels like he is finally on my way to my ultimate goal and that things can only 
get better for him from this point. 
 

 

Just another Day 
Joseph Thomas 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 

It was just another day in Milwaukee. I was getting ready to work a 12 hour shift at a temp 
service when opportunity presented itself in the form of a good friend. My friend Andrew Cooper 
made a surprise appearance at one of our mutual friend’s house. He convinced me to tag along 
with him that day and that was when I learned about YouthBuild and how great an opportunity I 
would miss out on if I didn’t take advantage of this chance at a new life. I decided that day I 
wouldn’t be satisfied with temp work anymore and I’d commit myself to starting a career. 
I have been an AmeriCorps YouthBuild trainee since October 6th. I have accomplished a lot in 
the short amount of time. I have earned certifications in lead renovation, fork lift operation, 
HAZWOPER, and First Aid/CPR, I’ve acquired many carpentry skills, and I have become a 
better person overall. I feel responsible and optimistic. I feel like I can make it and no one but 
myself can stop me from success. 
 
Since I’ve been here I’d say I’m viewed as a leader. I am the oldest in the program, but I don’t 
think I’m viewed as a leader because of my age. I strongly believe that here at YouthBuild my 
attitude and my ambition have been noticed and that’s why I’m a role model. 
 
Joseph is determined to a YouthBuild success story so he can inspire other young men and 
women to live up to their potential. 
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A Second Chance 
Orlando Rivera 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 

Before I knew that the YouthBuild program existed I thought of myself as a lazy, hard-headed, 
troubled kid who was going nowhere but downhill in life. I was surrounded by nothing but 
negativity, alcohol, drugs, and people that didn’t care about me or themselves for that matter. I 
had gotten incarcerated for a week in the county jail, I hated every second in there. That was 
the moment when I decided to start doing something constructive with my life. 
 
After getting out of jail I started applying everywhere for jobs. No one was calling back so I knew 
needed to go back to school and obtain my GED. I heard about the YouthBuild program through 
Melissa, an employee at the Journey House. I was really interested in the program because for 
one, studying and taking the GED test was free and two, they offered paid training in a trade 
that will be very useful to me in my future. I’m the type of person who likes working on hands on 
projects, so carpentry and construction was the perfect skill to better myself.  
 
After only a few months in the program, I have already earned certifications in fork lift operation 
and CPR/First Aid. In addition, I have passed the first of my GED tests and am confident I will 
earn my GED diploma before I finish the program. 
 
I am forever thankful for this opportunity I have been blessed with, I call it a second chance.  

 

 

Found: a Clue 
Xavier Prince 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 

Before I entered the Youth Build program, I was sort of lost, and didn’t know where to go, or 
where to start getting my life back on track. I was a young African American dropout. I’d been to 
the Milwaukee Job Corps Center, but I was kicked out of that program because I failed a 
random drug test. I also went to jail for 5 months for felony retail theft, I got out with a felony on 
my name, and two and a half years of probation. 
 
When I was released from Waukesha County jail, I was broke and had no employment, or work 
history. My probation officer told me about this program. She said it’s a great program, and it 
would be a great opportunity for me. So, I agreed and applied for the Youth Build program. For 
the first time in my life, I was around people who believed in me; people who opened the doors 
for an individual like me that had no clue how to get by in life. 
  
They congratulate me on the achievements that I accomplish in the program, and keep 
encouraging me to do better. This program has been a life-changing experience for me. I’m 
back in school working towards my GED, and also have earned certifications such as, forklift, 
HAZWOPER & First Aid/CPR. 
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Xavier has been in the YouthBuild/AmeriCorps program since October 6, 2014. He hopes to 
serve a second term in AmeriCorps next year. 
 

 

New Lease on Life 
Carrington Dewberry 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 
My name is Carrington Dewberry and I’m a member of Milwaukee Christian Center’s YouthBuild 
team. I joined YouthBuild because I had no work experience and I was told how that they train 
you and help you earn certifications.  
 
Before I came to YouthBuild, I ran into a lot of problems. On November 6th, 2013 I was placed in 
the hospital after I was stabbed. After I was released from the hospital on December 26th, I was 
arrested for armed robbery. A crime I did not commit. They didn’t have any evidence of me 
being at the scene of the crime. In fact, it would have been impossible for me to have been 
involved in the crime because I was recovering from being stabbed at the time. The officer who 
arrested me never did complete an arrest report - so I was never formally charged and given the 
opportunity to present evidence that I was innocent. Yet I had charges pending against me, and 
I didn’t know what to do. This terrible situation was blocking me from getting the jobs I wanted.  
YouthBuild mentioned that they could help me fully clear my name. Since I joined YouthBuild, 
my records are clean and my tickets are paid off, and I’m now working on my resume. 
YouthBuild taught me the safety steps and signs and how to recognize hazards on the job site. I 
have earned certifications in forklift, HAZWOPER, OSHA 10, and First-Aid/CPR. Lately we have 
been working on a new ramp for a low income homeowner who is disabled. We tore down the 
old porch and dug holes to place the new posts, and poured cement to secure the posts. I’ve 
learned how to properly place dry wall and install windows and installation.  
 
So far YouthBuild has been great and I would recommend it to anyone who is looking for a new 
lease on life. 
 
Carrington is 19 years old and wants to continue service with a term in NCCC starting next fall. 
Carrington has already submitted the application. 
 

 

Not Sitting Around Anymore 
Ron McNeal 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 
Before I heard about the YouthBuild program I was sitting at home contemplating getting my 
GED and going to look for work. I was sitting and thinking, but not doing anything about it. It was 
hard for me because I get distracted really easily and because I thought of myself as very lazy. I 
filled out applications, but no one was calling me back. That discouraged me from persisting.  
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One day my probation officer told me about the YouthBuild program and said that it might be 
very helpful. She was excited, and her description of all the training and education motivated me 
to try to get in the program. I was accepted, and have been serving since the end of December 
of 2014. YouthBuild is really helping me out with a lot of things. I just completed several 
certification training programs not too long ago; I am now First Aid/CPR certified, OSHA 10 and 
OSHA 40 HAZWOPER certified, and I got my forklift operator’s license. Also, I am working on 
my GED while in this program. I recently took my first test. I have a lot of support, not only from 
home, but from people here at YouthBuild. I really think if it wasn’t for my probation officer Cindy 
telling me about YouthBuild/AmeriCorps, I would probably still be at home being lazy and not 
having anything to do with my life. This program is a real change around in my life and is 
opening new doors in life. By the time I’ve completed this program, I am confident I will have my 
GED, and have the skills to secure a good paying job that will start me on a career pathway. I 
am thankful for all the support I have in my life, and all the people I have pushing me forward to 
do better in life. One thing I would love to do when I’m finished with my training here is to use 
one of the certifications I’ve earned to start on a real career and be successful so I can help 
those who have helped me.  
 
Ron McNeal is 20 years old and this experience has convinced him that he is not a lazy 
distractible kid, but a young man on the way to a fulfilling life. 

 

 

The Dream Realized 
Ronnie Watson 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 
I always had a dream growing up as a kid. I just hadn’t figured out the steps to get me there. 
YouthBuild is that step, the step that is making me reach for, and put in the effort to achieve my 
dream, which is to be a successful entrepreneur. The (MCC) YouthBuild/AmeriCorps program is 
helping me gain the basic skills needed in today’s work force, and helping me develop specific 
skills in carpentry; along with the everyday interaction with my crew supervisor, Tim, is teaching 
me to be safe on a jobsite, and to handle and use hand and power tools safely and skillfully. I 
have earned certifications in forklift operation, HAZWOPER, and First Aid/CPR, and I’ve put 
together a resume that will help me obtain a good job when I complete the program. As I’ve 
gained knowledge I have become more comfortable tackling a variety of opportunities that will 
help me advance in life. I’m not as fearful of stepping outside my usual comfort zone and 
meeting new people and experiences.  
 
When I enrolled in this program in October of 2014, the house we are building was just a 
foundation with a couple walls. I have experienced a feeling of accomplishment seeing it 
progress into a home that will soon be ready for a buyer. A family will grow up in and love this 
house that I had a part in building. Someday, maybe ten years from now, I will be able to drive 
by that house with my family, and say, “I helped build that house when I was YouthBuilder.” I 
know that will make me feel proud all over again. 
 
This is an excellent opportunity for any youth who is looking to have a career instead of a just a 
job. I am only 19 years old, but this program has opened my eyes to the possibilities that are out 
there for people who are prepared to take advantage of them. I’ve learned that helping others 
helps me too. After this program I see myself as a well thought out, well organized, well rounded 
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person ready to take the next steps toward becoming a business man. I have big plans and this 
is only the beginning. 
 
Ronnie plans to use his Education Award after the completion of his service to enter the 
automotive technology program at Milwaukee Area Technical College. 
 

 

I am SOMEBODY! 
Saul Ovalle 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 
Before I entered the program I felt like a nobody. I wasn’t doing any good for my community or 
myself or my family. At least that’s the way I felt. My sister has a friend who is an AmeriCorps 
member. That friend told her, and she told me, about this program right in my own 
neighborhood. I called and was invited to come in for an overview. I came, and I liked what I 
heard, so I applied and was accepted. Somebody convinced me I didn’t have to be a nobody 
anymore. I joined the YouthBuild/AmeriCorps program to become a better person, and after 
only a short time, I know I am becoming a better person every day. It takes hard work, but there 
are people here who care and believe I can do it. I’ve made friends among the other members 
who have taken me under their wing and encourage me, and my crew supervisor and 
classroom teacher push me to do my best every day.  
 
I also wanted to become a successful person and have my career set for my future plans. This 
program will help me get there if I am willing to put in the effort. I have already earned 
certifications in OSHA 10, forklift operation, HAZWOPER, and First Aid/CPR, and I took my first 
GED test. On the job site I have learned how to use hand and power tools, and I am excited 
about building a house. 
 
After I got accepted into the program, I got right down to doing everything that needed to get 
done with no fails or excuses. I have only been here since February, but I’ve had lots of good 
experiences already. I have been here on time every day and plan on keeping it that way. I also 
wake up happy and strong to come to the center and go out to the work site to do my job and 
school work with ambition. I feel like a somebody now, and I know I am only going to keep on 
growing and learning. 
 
Saul is nineteen years old and is thankful for his sister’s friend who told her about AmeriCorps.  
 

 

The Best Decision 
Shaniqua Smith 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 
Before I entered the YouthBuild program I had a lot of things going on in my life. I didn’t 
graduate from high school because I became pregnant and had to take care of my baby. I had 
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little hope and wasn’t sure where I was headed in life. I always dreamed of being successful and 
having the best life ever. The moment I became a mother it was like my dreams were coming to 
an end. I love my baby with all my heart, but I was not happy that it happened so early in my life 
and that I hadn’t completed high school. I had no job to provide for my baby girl and was living 
with my mother. I started making terrible decisions. As much as I tried to stay focused and get 
myself on the right track, I would slip back into my old ways because I was so stressed out. I 
had little or sometimes no support system, so I had figure out everything on my own. 
 
I realized that the only person who can give my baby girl everything she needs growing up was 
me. This helped me start to make better choices. I began working at temporary jobs to provide 
for my baby until I could get a stable job. I tried to finish my high school diploma, I passed 2 of 
the 5 tests, but for some reason I didn’t finish, and when 2014 rolled around, I had to start over 
with the new test. 
 
I started going to church, my pastor and other positive people gave me advice and 
encouragement. I started helping around church: volunteering for the store and helping with the 
youth at the summer work program. Then one day my pastor Marilyn Miller, and brother Ahmad 
Mohamed told me that there was a program they thought could help me change my life around 
if I was willing to work hard. 
 
At YouthBuild, I was told I could get my GED, go through training in construction building 
houses, and also get a living allowance while attending. This could be an opportunity for me to 
start a career and become the person I have always dreamed of becoming.  
 
Entering YouthBuild was one of the best days of my life. I never knew there could be people 
who really understand my struggle and who have so much faith in me. At the overview, I knew 
that this would be a place I could call home. Lois made me see my potential, and I am now 
determined to reach my goals. All the staff and my co-workers here are awesome people who 
encourage and uplift me. Even though I am pregnant again and won’t be able to complete all 
the certifications this term, I still am determined to get my GED before my baby is born.  
 
Shaniqua is 21 years old, has been at MCC for six months, and plans become a construction 
project manager after college. 
 

 

Walking Forward 
Thomas Gordon 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 

When I was 18 years old and a senior in high school, my uncle said, “Thomas, your first week 
after you graduate, you’re going to wake up lying in bed thinking to yourself and be like…what’s 
next?” 
 
That day eventually came around, and I never felt so lost. What was my next big step? Knowing 
that I really didn’t have any skills to put down on a resume, I decided to do as much volunteer 
work as possible in order to get experience, and hopefully some references. I was introduced to 
Milwaukee Christian Center’s YouthBuild program by my mentor during my last volunteer job. I 
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didn’t have much going on for me and I wanted to make a serious change to myself so I decided 
to check out the program. 
 
After hearing about the program, I decided that this was something I wanted to do. I applied and 
was accepted. The first thing I realized was that this was not your average job training program. 
I wasn’t just going to learn carpentry. I was going to be challenged to go out on a limb, public 
speaking, volunteering in the community, taking on leadership responsibilities. It was a little 
scary, but slowly I began to realize that I was good at this stuff. My confidence started to grow, 
and now I am quite comfortable being in the spotlight when it is necessary.  
 
I go out to the site every Monday through Thursday from 8am to 4pm learning the skills of the 
trade and life skills with my supervisor, Mr. Floyd. He is a truly wise man, and I learn something 
new each day, not just about carpentry, but about life too. I’m here like literally. I have learned to 
use hand and power tools, measure accurately, and I have benefitted from Mr. Floyd’s wisdom. 
He has given me advice that will stick with me throughout my life. Besides learning carpentry 
with my crew, I’ve been able to participate in training programs leading to certification in forklift, 
HAZWOPER, OSHA 10 and CPR/First-Aid. 
 
I was always that guy who just lacks the confidence to do something. I know I’m smart, and I’ve 
never made bad decisions. I’d just never acted on any decisions about my life and I was at a 
major stand still with myself. Thanks to the staff of Milwaukee Christian Center 
YouthBuild/AmeriCorps, not only did I find my confidence, but I also discovered that I have skills 
and enjoy carpentry. Therefore, I plan to continue my training in the field. 
 
Thomas is 23 years old. He has been serving in AmeriCorps/YouthBuild for six months. He is an 
on time, hardworking trainee who wants to reach his goals. He is proud of his accomplishments 
and has just completed an application to serve a term with NCCC. Wish him luck. 
 

 
A Plan 

Andrea Stuiber 
Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 

4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 

Even though I had graduated from the University of Wisconsin Madison with two majors and two 
certificates, I left Madison with no real plan for my future. I was moving back home to 
Milwaukee, sad to leave my job, my boyfriend, and school behind me. It wasn’t until I moved 
back home that I seriously questioned the direction in which my life was headed. I applied to 
several AmeriCorps programs because I thought a year of service may be good for my own 
development. When I learned about a position as a classroom assistant at YouthBuild, I thought 
about how this position could teach me about myself, the students, and about our community. I 
would also serve as one of three full-time members on the team. I would be an AmeriCorps 
member just like everyone else, but I would be a model of the work ethic and dedication the 
other members could emulate. While I knew this experience would challenge me, I didn’t realize 
how rewarding it also would be.  
 
Many of the half-time YouthBuild members have been incarcerated and some have children 
under the age of five. When I discuss my place of service with others, I hear stereotypical 
remarks about what kind of people end up in this program. I have learned that by supporting 
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these young people with their education and life skills, they are becoming aware of the 
responsibilities and changes that they need in their life. I often face emotional and mental 
challenges at work that leave me feeling discouraged. Sometimes this comes from not 
understanding the differences between my life and the lives of the students. By constantly being 
around the other YouthBuild members, I have become more aware of the influences I had 
growing up in a middle class home. Education was my main objective and my only focus. It has 
disappointed me to see that a lot of the YouthBuild members’ motivation stems from sex and 
money. Education has not necessarily been looked upon as an important tool or resource in 
their lives.  
 
I hope I have been able to influence a few of the GED students to put school first and immediate 
money from a temp job second. Obtaining a GED is a basic need in today’s work world.  
Without a diploma or GED, a person is doomed to simply move from job to job in their lifetime, 
without understanding that they could do more. I recognize that my choice of this path wasn’t 
totally by chance. I have been given strength to complete my service with the knowledge that 
these at young people are making more informed decisions for themselves. My goal is to assist 
at least half the members to complete their GED by the time I finish my term of service. 
 
Andrea is 25 years old and will enter graduate school at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 
to earn a master’s degree in higher education administration in the fall. 
 

 

Suck it Up…and Love it 
Melody Scrivano 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 
When I started YouthBuild, I was excited and nervous at the same time. I was excited because I 
had an opportunity to help the community of Milwaukee, a city that I am very passionate about; 
however, I was nervous because I had no idea what to expect. How can I help the other 
members? How do I influence them? What role am I to play? Can I even do construction? 
It has been six months since my first day, and I am still asking myself those questions. Every 
day brings new victories and failures, situations that test and stretch me to grow. I have learned 
patience during times that I really wanted to yell, or give up, or just go home and call it a day. 
Yet, I honestly love coming here every day. I have learned so much about myself and others. 
My peers in the program all have such unique personalities. We have strong leaders and 
influencers. We have wonderful listeners and skilled builders. We face it all together. 
This program has shaped me in many ways. Most importantly, it’s helped me discover the next 
step in my future. The members have pointed out to me that I am skilled at explaining things in a 
clear and patient manner. I have done some tutoring, and I often had to self-teach in order to 
get through many of my college courses. I understand what it’s like to struggle in school. 
Because of this, and my experience at YouthBuild, I decided to go back to school to get my 
master’s degree in secondary education in math. I have always known I wanted to do something 
impactful, but I did not know what that looked like until now. Being able to give a year to 
AmeriCorps has affected my future in many ways. 
 
Additionally, I cannot forget what AmeriCorps/Youthbuild has done for my present. I would have 
never thought that I would be able to serve in a position that is so taxing yet so enjoyable. This 
position has moments that make it incredibly difficult to get through the day. There have been 
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times the project itself, or situations, have tested my limits. I’ve learned to stop giving excuses 
and to just get it done no matter how impossible it seems, or how messy it will be. One of the 
most humbling experiences is when you are almost finished with a project that you’ve worked 
on for hours only to realize that you did it all wrong. I’ve wanted to give up and find something 
more “comfortable” to do many times, but I’m not entitled to that kind of treatment. No one is. 
We all must work hard, suck it up, and get the job done together as a team. I am a better worker 
today because of AmeriCorps/Youthbuild. 
 
Melody is 23 years old. She graduated from Milwaukee School of Engineering in May of 2014 
with a degree in architectural engineering.  
 

 

No Rust for the Ready 
Sarah Porter 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 
As I sat in the driver’s seat of the Milwaukee Christian Center’s white Ford truck, alternately 
glancing at the rusted hole in the floor beneath me and the quiet 21 year old male AmeriCorps 
member to my right, I thought to myself, “Well, you may be in way over your head, but don’t let 
that stop you.” It had been a challenging first week, not only because of the staggering concept 
of building a house, but also trying to gain my footing in relation to the members and established 
staff. 
 
Although I was extremely unsure about my ability to relate to this student, or even effectively do 
this job for that matter, I sat up straight and began to ask him some questions about himself. 
Within ten minutes he had completely transformed from standoffish, into this animated 
individual. His enthusiastic openness up about his future aspirations, and excitement about what 
the program was already giving him were infectious. In no time at all conversation flowed easily 
between us. When we arrived at our destination he politely thanked me, and expressed his 
appreciation for what he said had been the most encouraging conversation he had had in many 
years. That short interaction completely outweighed any negative or frustrating memories of the 
past week. 
 
Since that car ride, it has felt as though I have spent about 90% of each day out of my comfort 
zone. While at times that has caused me to feel drained, beaten down, and completely 
inadequate at my position, I have also had just as many incredible and surprising experiences 
with the members. From both the good and bad experiences, I am continually learning 
astounding things about myself, and those around me. It has been privilege to hear stories from 
those I work with about their lives, and to see their dedication to pursuing a productive future. 
Although it hasn’t been easy in the slightest, I am happy for the challenges this experience has 
brought. I am continually learning how to adjust the ways I respond to complicated dynamics, 
and my self-confidence in my ability to do this job has soared. Similarly, I have been able to see 
the amazingly positive changes in those around me, and I appreciate that they have allowed me 
to be a part of it. 
 
Since that first week in October I have learned more about myself, and the lens I had been 
viewing the world through, than I ever would have imagined. I had entered into the program with 
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somewhat naïve aspirations to not only do my job well, but also create a positive impact on the 
members and my coworkers. But, as cliché as it sounds, they ended up changing me. 
 
Sarah is 24 years old. She is one of three full-time AmeriCorps members in the MCC program 
this year, and is a graduate of the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 

 

 

Joshua’s Journey 
Joshua Dailey 

Milwaukee Christian Center – AmeriCorps/YouthBuild 
4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 

3rd State Senate District 
 
Riding down National Avenue I didn’t know what to expect. Cramped in the back of a Ford 
Taurus, I only had one objective in mind, and that was to get a job. An acquaintance told me 
about the overview and gave a ride. As we got closer to our destination, anxiety hit me. High as 
the clouds, surrounded by black and mild smoke, music bumping loud in the background, I 
realized that nothing was guaranteed. I was desperate for change. All I could think was, “I need 
a break.” Little did I know, I was taking the first step in the direction of a bright future.  
 
My friends didn’t make it into the program, but I was accepted. It scared me. I kept myself and 
my thoughts in a bubble, not wanting to let anyone in, until I met Thomas Gordon. He helped me 
break my bubble with his ability to be himself and shine positively no matter what the situation. I 
started to let others into my life. Joe and Cooper gave me motivation. Derrick was the OG; he 
gave me the heads up on what the program was about. Ronnie was like me: quiet and 
intellectual, I was able to relate to him and his sense of calmness. Marcus, one look at him and I 
could tell he’s gone through just as much as I went through in life, and I related. Xavier could 
cheer me up with a good laugh or a simple eating competition. Shaniqua inspired me with her 
hard work and motivation to get through the program. Ariel, the closest thing I ever had to a big 
brother, helped me with everyday challenges and lead with an intellect that motivates me 
endlessly. Melonie, Andrea, and Sarah have opened my eyes to new ideas. Lois, John, Floyd, 
John Southern, and Tim, forever have a spot in my heart for the opportunities they have given 
me.  
 
In these 7 months I’ve been able to build ramps and be a part of building a house for a family to 
live in and love. I’ve volunteered in the food pantry and neighborhood clean ups. I’ve 
volunteered to read to little kids. I am certified in OSHA 10, OSHA 40 HAZWOPER, forklift, and 
First Aid.  
 
YouthBuild/AmeriCorps has turned me from a frightened little black boy with no hope, into a 
confident young man with a positive sense of direction. I’ve developed skills and turned them 
into tools to last a lifetime. I still deal with some of the same struggles I did before, but I’m so 
much more hopeful than I was seven months ago.  
 
To any lost person out there who believes there is no such thing as change or open hearted 
people who want to help make the world a better place. Come take a ride down to MCC on 14th 
and National and be amazed.  
 
Joshua is 21 years old, and he’s looking forward to completing his college education. 
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Urban Education Fellows Program 
 

 
 
 

Mount Mary University and Alverno College are collaborating sponsors of UEFP. As a 

teaching fellows program, the UEFP provides professional development through accelerated 

and non-accelerated components. In the accelerated two-year component, members teach 

full-time while completing their program requirements. In the non- accelerated component, 

members fill teacher shortages and may have been granted emergency licensure or are 

unlicensed teachers while completing coursework and fieldwork requirements to meet new 

certification and/or master’s degree requirements. All members integrate service learning into 

their curriculum which helps improve the overall skills of their students, teaches civic 

responsibility, and positively affects their community. 
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10-Year-Olds Build a Cultural Bridge    
Victoria Morrison 

Urban Education Fellows AmeriCorps 
 Atlas Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 20 

State Senate District 7 

 
In the spirit of cultural bridge-building, fourth grade students at Salam School and Atlas 
Preparatory Academy, both in Milwaukee, embarked on a pen pal campaign that has spanned 
five months and yielded positive results – both tangible and intangible. As a teacher and the co-
coordinator of this project, I have gained as much from this experience as the students have. 

 
The service-learning project was the notion of Ieyduh Ali, Salam’s fourth grade teacher, and me. 
Our intent was to instill a level of understanding and appreciation for our respective students’ 
beliefs and traditions. A happy by-product of this effort: enhanced writing skills, improved 
reading skills and the realization that children from other cultures are crazy about Minecraft and 
Jolly Ranchers, too. 

 
The cultural differences were something the students ascertained, as opposed to something we 
as teachers emphasized. We merely facilitated the logistics, made the introductions, and then 
allowed the children to take the lead. The questions arose once the two classes exchanged 
photos and saw differences in skin color and dress. I was struck by the students’ frank 
questions, answers to questions, and inclination to disregard differences past the initial curiosity.  

 
The letters we have received from our Salam pen pals have been very expedient and newsy, 
and have also provided fodder for my own students’ responses. As a result, my students have 
shown a level of conscientiousness abut penning their return letters. There has been a 
noticeable change in the quality of the writing – not just content, but mechanics and appearance 
as well. My fourth grade students take great pride in the “super-secret packages” they put 
together for each letter exchange. This includes a one-page letter, often flowing to two, a hand-
drawn picture of their favorite animal or cartoon character, and construction of an elaborate 
envelope.  

 
Since we began the project, students are much more likely to ask how to spell a word or to 
consult a dictionary when writing their return letters. They are also ultra-conscientious about 
how they respond to certain questions. As an example, one of my students reported that her 
pen pal loved sports. My student was torn, because she herself is not a sports fan and did not 
want to say that she was. She was concerned about insulting her pen pal. This led to a 
discussion that the students are not expected to pretend they are something they are not, and 
the importance of being diplomatic when declining or disagreeing with another person. Yet 
another unintended valuable lesson learned.  

 
Overall, our service learning project has been a rich and rewarding endeavor. The two classes 
will have a chance to meet for the first time at the end of March. We will also be assigning a 
reflective essay to determine what the students gleaned from this experience. I myself have 
adjusted my own biases and assumptions – not about race or religion, but about what fourth-
grade children are capable of when given a voice. 
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Victoria Morrison teaches fourth grade in Milwaukee. She is a graduate student and a member 
of the Urban Education Fellows Program.  
 

 

A Service to Remember 
Tim Ustruck 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
St. Martini Lutheran School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 
I am currently in my first year of service with AmeriCorps Wisconsin. I work as a 2nd grade 
teacher at St. Martini Lutheran School in Milwaukee. I am responsible for catering to my 
students needs and collaborating with the school secretaries, principals, teachers, support staff, 
school social workers, counselors, school nurses, the president of Lumin, and five other schools 
in the Lumin network. My day can include reporting, tracking student data, tutoring, updating a 
bulletin board, creating literacy resources, and visiting other classrooms. 
 
It sounds pretty technical, and busy, but what has made my year so memorable, is seeing the 
significant impact my work has on the students and the staff. I never considered how satisfying 
the work would be. Nothing makes me happier than hearing my students – who I’ve been 
teaching for months – grow on their MAPS test or pass a level on Lexia. Or having a rich 
discussion on a story we just read. I get to see kids’ lives change before my eyes by having not 
only me as their teacher, but through having other adult role models in our school.  
 
My time at St. Martini has been an unforgettable experience and I must admit the kids make the 
work worth it. I have learned about problems facing my community and the ways people are 
working to alleviate them. I’ve been a part of a fun, intelligent, passionate team. But apart from 
all of that, personally the students and staff at my school have made lasting impressions on me. 
I’ve been supported, motivated, and inspired by their stories, and work my hardest to give them 
the best opportunities. 
 

 

The Change We See When We Change 
Thomas Kauer 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
U.S. Congressional District 8 

State Assembly District 4 
State Senate District 3 

 
I struggle with the idea of offering “validity” to one’s life. After all, if I claim added value to my life 
through service, I am in tandem suggesting that those who don’t serve have less value. But 
humanity and validity go hand in hand. We are all valid because we all are.  
 
Certainly, though, we have been made stewards of our spheres of influence. What I have been 
given through service is the opportunity to add validity to that stewardship, to add hope to that 
small kingdom. 
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As I traveled with my 20 students to “The Gathering Place”—a soup kitchen in southern 
Milwaukee—I wondered about the kingdom. Was this enough? Was I furnishing it with modest 
tapestries and wooden frames? Or was I; were we, on the verge of a noble action? Certainly, 
serving in a soup kitchen sounds kind and diligent—but as you serve 110 slices of pizza, 110 
dixie cups of milks, 110 plates and 110 pastries: the nobility begins to wane. 
 
We came, we served, and we cleaned. “Thank yous” and “goodbyes” were exchanged and no 
sooner than had we arrived, it seemed, we left. It felt good, but I knew that tomorrow we would 
be replaced by 40 other hands completing the same task: come, serve, clean. 
 
At school the next day I had my 20 young men reflect on what they had learned. I was touched 
by their thoughtfulness and caring, with some students even asking if they could go back again. 
But if I were truly honest with you, I was still underwhelmed. Is the fleeting passion of these 
young men what I build my kingdom on? 
 
After school, I scurried into my car (seemingly blue because of the cold), pushed the key into 
the ignition, and blasted the heat. As I drove, I pondered, and a song a dear friend once 
introduced to me came into my head. It went like this: 
 
“I was raised up believing I was somehow unique 
Like a snowflake distinct among snowflakes, unique in each way you can see 
And now after some thinking, I’d say I’d rather be 
A functioning cog in some great machinery serving something beyond” 
-The Helplessness Blues, Fleet Foxes 
 
 And therein lies, I think, at least a semblance of an answer. The value added to my 
kingdom was humility. The value added was smallness. Perhaps in an ironic twist (considering 
the theme of this essay) the value added was an opportunity to worry less and less about my 
own value. 

 
Thomas Kauer is the son of a farmer and teacher from northern Wisconsin where the bovine 
population far surpasses that of the people. Perhaps his draw to urban environments sprang 
from the contrast of his heritage. That said, at the end of the day he lives for mercy and people. 
The city needs, and has, both of these.  
 

 

Service Learning Story 
Skyler Clement 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
Northwest Catholic School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
 
For our service-learning project, the fifth graders at Northwest Catholic are creating a bully 
awareness pamphlet and video. We decided to pick bullying because of the bullying issues the 
fifth grade has. I was unaware at just how bad the bullying was until a fifth grader sat down with 
me and the school counselor. The stories she told us, that turned out to be true were like 
something from a movie. The girls who were bullying were sneaky and ruthless. It scared me 
that I was not seeing this and was not able to help them. We decided to conduct research and 
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create pamphlets and a bully awareness video that we hope to share with other schools. While 
conducting this research, students read stories of children who were bullied, some so bad that 
suicide and other harmful actions were taken to help cope. Listening to students’ reactions and 
listening to them think of ways to help bully victims was amazing. The fifth graders have a very 
rough time with empathy and having them show compassion for others and brain storm ideas 
on how to help, was them taking that next step to maturity. One student asked if we could start a 
bully hotline. She wanted to get students together to stay after school and answer phones to 
assist others who have been bullied. Since we have started this project I have heard less about 
bullying, but have also seen more students standing up to bullies for themselves and others. 
This project has shown students how to handle bullies and they are using these strategies 
effectively. We have a fifth grader who struggles with depression, he gets very upset and will 
also leave the room. A few of the tougher fifth graders picked on him and would make him very 
angry and sad. After having one of the tough boys research bullying and see the effects of it, 
and learn why others bully, he has since stopped bullying this boy. He has gotten an adults 
attention when the boy is being bullied and even tries to prevent the other boys from bullying. I 
think this was one of the best choices for our service-learning project because of the amount of 
bullying we have in the fifth grade. So many positive changes have already come from this; I 
only hope to see more in the future. 
 

 

A New Generation 
Sarah Eastburn 

Marshfield Clinic AmeriCorps 
Hmong American Peace Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 8 
State Assembly District 4 

State Senate District 3 

 
My scholars are almost 100% Hmong. I did not know much about the Hmong people before I 
started at the Hmong American Peace Academy. I did not know of the sacrifice of the Hmong 
people during the Vietnam War. I did not know that they were persecuted by the Vietcong for 
the aid they gave our soldiers, and I did not know the majority of Hmong in the United States are 
living here as refugees.  
 
After a year and a half with our scholars I had learned more about the Hmong history, but knew 
little of their struggles here in the states. As my scholars began their work on their poems about 
growing up Hmong for their service project, I was surprised at the content of their poems, how 
many wrote about the disapproval they face from the world. They don’t act Hmong enough, they 
don’t speak Hmong well enough, do not pronounce English correctly, they look too Chinese, 
they don’t look American, don’t cook traditional meals quickly enough, and the list goes on. I 
had no idea how much they struggle in their day to day lives. They are living between two 
worlds, Hmong and American, and coming out a mix of each. Their parents are concerned 
about losing values, teaching their children to be respectful and keeping their family close. My 
scholars want to play, make their parents proud and been seen for who they are, Hmong and 
not Chinese.  
 
The mural that the scholars are working on has become an outlet for many of them. They pour 
their grievances into the mural and hope to share a message with family, friends and the people 
of Milwaukee, the message that they matter, they have value and they are a beautiful mix of 
America and Hmong cultures. I respect them all for their struggle and their willingness to be 
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open with so many people. I feel blessed to have had the opportunity to understand the struggle 
of this new Hmong generation, a struggle that I might not have understood without the help and 
guidance of the AmeriCorps.  

 
Sarah Eastburn is a writing teacher at the Hmong American Peace Academy in Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin. She began teaching after serving in the Dominican Republic with the Peace Corps 
and is enthusiastic about her work in urban education with AmeriCorps. 
 

 

Making an Impact 
Patrick Kenny 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
St. Rafael Archangel 

US Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 9 

State Senate District 3 
 
As I started out my first year as a member of AmeriCorps, I was gripped by fear, apprehensive 
of all that would entail; however, coming to the autumn of my service for AmeriCorps has really 
shed some light on the true benefits of being involved in education and service learning. One 
could focus on the personal growth and all the experience and change that have expanded my 
thinking and perspective, but the focus, as it always should be, is on the impact we make in our 
communities, schools and each and every student’s lives. No story can harken back this 
sentiment stronger than a recent story about community involvement from students helping out 
a family in need. 
 
Recently, a family from our school has been experiencing problems encountering shelter led by 
our social worker. Our students rallied to the cry of helping out a family in desperate need; not 
only helping to donate materials of all sorts from beds to toys and clothes but also, food and 
help finding a place to stay – exemplifying the impact that service has had on our students and 
community. Students and adults alike realize that we are here to serve each other and the 
community and through that we serve ourselves. There are constant interactions and 
discussions about what service means and who do serve, what are the benefits? Teaching me 
and the scholars that there is more than one perspective and that there is more in the world 
beyond us and our families or school. That the world is an increasingly interconnected global 
community that thrives on the actions of all society working in unison to better our world, our 
community and ourselves. Demonstrating the importance of national service and how service 
based project learning should be incorporated nationally and globally to help us all realize this 
important lesson and make an impact on the world in which we live, leaving it better than we left 
it for future generations to come. 

 
Patrick teaches 7th graders at the Saint Rafael Archangel School in Milwaukee. He is bilingual in 
Spanish and English and uses this in his work with predominantly Mexican and Central 
American students.  
 
 

  



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

Teaching: It’s Like Running a Race 
Nick Bee 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
St. Anthony Catholic School 
US Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 9 

State Senate District 3 

 
Teaching is a lot like running a 400 meter race. It is about finding the right pace and rhythm 
during the race to have enough energy at the end to finish strong. If one comes out too fast they 
will overload and not have energy at the end but, if they come out too slow and are lethargic and 
they will need to play catch up which might be too late. When it comes to teaching, I have 
learned going at a good steady pace all students can handle what is important. If a lesson is 
taught too fast students may struggle with the amount of work they are given and lose interest 
and the energy to finish but, if the lesson is taught too slowly you may be in a rush towards the 
end throwing information at students they might not be able to learn quickly. To me, teaching a 
lesson plan needs balance and planning so, in the end, students are able to learn the material 
and apply it to their everyday lives. 
 
During my first full year of teaching and service I have come to realize I have too many bad 
teachers in my educational career. Now I want to do everything that those teachers failed to do. 
I view teaching as an opportunity to inspire and educate students, giving them a chance to 
better their lives through what they are being taught. I understand that each student along with 
each classroom will require a different method of teaching in order to get students to engage 
with the material. My job as a teacher is to get the students to recognize their education is their 
own responsibility and embrace the opportunity to earn. I believe this can be achieved by 
getting students to know why they are in school and what they want to get out of it by being in 
the classroom. Whether their reasoning is to go to college one day or to just graduate high 
school, all students should understand nobody can force them to do their homework and 
achieve good grades. As teachers we are there to guide them to the best of our abilities to set 
them on the track to success. With that being said developing ways to reach each student is 
important because if they do not see the time and effort being put into each of them they are 
less likely to return the favor by wanting to learn and doing the work given to them. Getting to 
know my students and their educational and life experiences is important in order to connect 
with them in the classroom. Students need to know why they are learning information, how it 
can be applied to their own lives. 
 
Nick is a former collegiate athlete at the University of Wisconsin Whitewater, current 
History/Math teacher and Athletic Director of the Elementary and Middle School. He has 
extensive personal experience and education in history, civics, exercise science and sports 
medicine, as well as team building and motivational techniques. He is an enthusiastic person 
with countless years of experience as a former athlete. He is also a dedicated person that 
always shows love and passion for anything that he is doing, including teaching students to 
become well-informed citizens through the study of social studies 
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Striving to Make a Difference 
Michael A Sanchez 

Urban Education Fellows AmeriCorps Program 
La Causa Charter School 

U.S. Congressional District 8 
State Assembly District 8  

State Senate District 3 
 
After graduating from St. Mary’s University in San Antonio, Texas, I didn’t think three years from 
then I would be living in Milwaukee, WI to serve my 3rd year as an AmeriCorps member and be 
a 5th grade math teacher in the urban community of Milwaukee. My life is not what I expected it 
to be, but I wouldn’t change it for the world. This experience of working in education and striving 
to make a difference in our kids is a passion of mine that I know that will never go away. I 
always thought after college I was going to take a couple years of a break from school and then 
apply to law school. But, while I took that year off and chose to pursue a 17 year dream of mine 
to live in Denver, my life took a change for the better. I thought the best way for me to make a 
difference was to be a lawyer and help those in need, but becoming a teacher was MUCH 
MORE satisfying than I ever thought it would be. After working in City Year, I thought I wanted 
to be a teacher. I chose to work as an interventionist for a year to try and confirm my belief of 
becoming a teacher is the right thing to do. After working just a few days on that job I already 
knew that was the choice for me. “To become a teacher isn’t about the income, it’s about the 
outcome.” That phrase resonates with me a lot because my family didn’t support me too much 
when I told them I wanted to be a teacher instead of a lawyer, but I did it anyway. After I made 
that choice, I have never looked back and now I am 1st year teacher and about to get married to 
the love of my life.  
 
Originally from Dallas, Texas, Michael attended a private Catholic school all his life. After 24 
years in Texas, he made the move and decided to chase his dreams to live in Denver, Colorado 
and serve as part of the City Year Corps. Michael served as a City Year Corps Member at a 1st 
year turnaround school and the following year he served as a AmeriCorps Team Leader Math 
Interventionists at a 3rd year turnaround school. Michael ended up moving to Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin to be closer to his fiancé’s family and be a part of this program to pursue his passion 
of teaching.  
 

 

A Journal 
Melissa Diaz 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
Notre Dame Middle School 

U.S. Congressional District 8 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 
The service I put forth in a needed community is through my Latina students. My teaching is 
self-rewarding, not only with the knowledge they gain, but with each relationship I am building 
through journaling. My students are mostly English language learners, ELL, meaning that for 
most of them Spanish is their first language and spoken in the home. My students hear and 
speak most of their English at school. I find that journaling is a great way to continue thinking, 
reading, and writing in English outside of school, and allows me to learn more about my 
students.  
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At first, my students were reluctant in the writing. They complained and whined about the 
ongoing assignment and tried to persuade me to rethink it. I requested they write four times a 
week and that it could be about anything. I reassured them the content would not be shared with 
anyone. Some suggestions for writing were about the day, a poem, song, feelings, conflict, or 
even a picture to describe their day.  
 
My students went through the motions of completing the assignment, and the first time I 
collected the journal I did not receive the content I was looking for. After a few times of checking 
the journals and reading them I began to write back to them. This is when the journaling turned 
around. The girls were excited to read my comments and questions. This made all the 
difference and now my students are engaged in writing. 
 
Now, it does take me a lot longer to get through reading the journals, but the relationships I 
have built through writing has brought me closer to my students. I have shared in experiences 
from their homes and their relationships with friends, classmates, and even other teachers. 
Sometimes I get questions about me, and I often am able to share a bit of myself too. Many 
times my girls are seeking me to talk to rather than being scared to talk to a teacher. I embraced 
the relationships I built with my students and the new discoveries that are revealed through 
writing that leads to a greater understanding between the student and teacher relationship. My 
students have requested that they want to journal in the next school year although I will no 
longer be their teacher. I am thrilled with the idea and plan to keep writing with them. 

 
My name is Melissa Diaz, Americorps volunteer, fifth grade teacher at Notre Dame Middle 
School, and member of the Urban Education Fellows Program. 
 

 

Every Time 
Ieyduh Ali 

Urban Education Fellows AmeriCorps 
Salam School 

US Congressional District 8 
Wisconsin State Assembly 7  

Wisconsin State Senate 7 
 
Every time the letters flew in  
excitement 
swelled in the room 
then watered minds with brilliant thoughts 
and colorful, caring musical notes  
that hummed a familiar tune 
 
Every time the letters flew in 
handled with care in the traveling box 
from hand to hand  
exchanging ideas, questions, favorite things 
gifts of whispers and cries 
exchanged and understood 
 
Every time the letters flew in 



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

blissful, playful, notes of joy  
stepping stones to higher ground 
a meadow of ripening minds and souls  
a haven from the choking fog  
sustenance that is pure 
 
Every time the letters flew in 
with wings of jubilance 
craving an extended hand 
to shake and call “friend”, “buddy”, “pal” 
a touch of dignity and poise  
symbolizing strength, acknowledging the “other” 
 
Ieyduh is a fourth grade teacher at Salam Elementary School in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. She has 
a passion for teaching, guiding and giving students the tools they need to succeed in school and 
beyond. 
 

 

Teaching a Family    
Kristy Carmody  

Urban Education Fellows Program - AmeriCorps 
Atlas Preparatory Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 8 
State Assembly District 3 

State Senate District 3 
 
Teaching has provided me with an entirely new perspective on the role of a teacher. As a 
parent, I typically considered my child’s teacher to be the individual who taught them academics 
throughout the day. I never considered the community which my child became part of when he 
walked into his teacher’s classroom. This was something I did not expect to learn in my new role 
as a teacher. 
 
My education in college prepared me for the teaching role. Or so I thought. I knew I could plan 
lessons and help build my students’ conceptual understanding in the curriculum I would be 
expected to teach. I did not realize how much I would also need to provide in the way of 
nurturing my students and their families in an urban school setting. I quickly learned this year 
that I would be the person my students and their parents would come to with their own stresses 
in surviving each day. It has given me a new way to view a student who comes in with an 
attitude in the morning. I can look at my student, and tell if her mom woke her up when she 
arrived home from work at 3am just to find out about how her day was. I also had to be more 
open-minded to understand this was acceptable to this parent because it is the only time she 
sees her child during the week. My service has provided me with the opportunity to be less 
judgmental, and more open to understanding the reasons behind the actions of others. 

 
The students in my class have such a diverse background and live in such different places. I am 
fortunate to have a multi-age classroom, and I am often able to use this diversity in building the 
community in my classroom. It has been interesting for the students to realize they all consider 
their top priorities to be their families. It has also been interesting to see their astonishment in 
being able to share different stories about their families in our classroom. This openness to 
share, both by the students and myself, has provided them another level of education. We have 
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a community within our classroom, and with that community we have formed yet another type of 
family for them to be a part of. This has helped in our academics as well. The students are 
willing to help each other, just as they do at home with their siblings. It has also help on a social 
level, by encouraging them to work on conflicts in a collaborative way. As the year progresses, I 
feel as though my assistance in building this community with my students and their families is 
truly making a difference in how they will value the diversity they will be presented with in the 
future. 

 
Kristy is an elementary teacher working in an urban school setting in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 
 

 

Special Letter 
Mary DeGroot 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
St. Adalbert School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 9  

State Senate District 3 

 
The excitement was building in Mrs. Diaz and Mrs. DeGroot’s 5th Grade classrooms, as Friday, 
December 5th, 2014 approached. Typically this is the eve when many children leave out a 
stocking to hang and hope for a visit from Saint Nicholas; however, these students were not 
waiting for a chubby character in a red suit, but instead eagerly looked forward to seeing a 
military man, physically fit and impeccably dressed in a camouflaged uniform.  
 
The anticipated visitor, TSgt Michael Guhr was scheduled to visit them to talk about how difficult 
it can be for service members, to be away from their families and loved ones during the holidays 
and also what the students could do to help. Having served in the Air Force for 12.5 years, 
mostly overseas, TSgt Guhr would speak from experience on this topic.  
 
Finally the day arrived and TSgt Guhr stepped into the classroom and captured the attention of 
every student. We said the pledge of allegiance together and he taught us about respecting the 
flag and how to salute. He shared the core values of the Air Force, which are integrity and 
excellence. Lastly and most importantly he told us that when he was overseas, he received 
cards and letters from various people and that receiving mail made a positive difference in his 
life.  
 
The week prior to the visit with TSgt Guhr, Mrs. Diaz and Mrs. DeGroot taught the students how 
to properly write and address a letter. The students wrote letters and created greeting cards 
specifically to members of the military. The handwritten notes and cards were mailed and on the 
way to an overseas destination.  

 
The visitor assured the students that the recipients of the greeting cards and letters would truly 
appreciate the support. TSgt Mike helped the students make a connection between a sender 
and a receiver. The students now had a face to connect their actions to.  

 
The students had many questions about the military, such as, “What skills do you need to be 
successful in the service?” and “What was your favorite subject in school?” TSgt Guhr spent 
about an hour engaging the students and answering their questions and then it was time for him 
to go. Knowing that it was the Eve of St. Nick, he left a bag of goodies for the students.  
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At the end of the day, the students were left with a smile on their face not only because they 
received a visit from a real life military hero and a goodie bag, but that by participating in this 
service learning project, they learned how to write a letter properly and most of all they made a 
positive difference in the life of a military service member. 

 
Mary DeGroot is a 5th grade teacher at Saint Adalbert School in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 
 

 

Giving When You Have Nothing 
Alexandra Derry 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
Atlas Preparatory Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 8 
State Assembly District 3 

State Senate District 3 

 
Coming to Milwaukee to teach was somewhat of a culture shock to me. I came from a Catholic 
school where everyone had what they needed and then some. Working with students in the 
Milwaukee area, especially with service learning, has really opened my eyes to the kindness of 
children.  
 
I introduced our project to my students a few months ago and the response was overwhelming. 
Every single student was excited! I told them we would be making blankets for other children to 
use because these children did not have anything to keep them warm. The students were 
ecstatic to help. It was not until later that I found out a few of my students were in the same 
situation as the children we would be donating the blankets to. These three students were the 
most excited out of any of my students.  
 
I feel as though working in an urban environment has changed me for the better. Doing service 
learning with my students has increased that change exponentially. I will never forget the 
students who will give everything just to help those around them. I will be taking this generosity 
with me wherever I go in life. I have known that there are more important things in life than 
material possessions for a while now, but my students have shown me how to take that concept 
to another level. They have shown me that helping our fellow man is something that can keep 
you warm at night. Their willingness to give and help when they had nothing truly inspires me. 

 
Alexandra graduated from Aurora University. She is a compassionate supporter of human rights 
and is dedicated to informing those around her of the good which can be done. 
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I am the Learner, Not the Teacher 
Christine Kuramoto 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
Atlas Preparatory Academy 
 US Congressional District 8 

State Assembly District 3 
State Senate District 3  

 
Last night I participated in my schools’ parent-teacher conference. A first-year teacher, I was, 
once again, terrified. Had I assembled enough evidence of progress? Report cards? Check. 
Student work samples? Check. MAP test results? Check. My students’ “Dream Plans,” in which 
they explored their plans for the next trimester and their dreams for the future? Check. 
 
As usual, my concerns were all about how my students had performed, and how I would 
perform at the conference. Was there enough improvement in the test scores? Did the students 
show enough academic growth? Had I been a good enough teacher? 

 
How different I felt as I left the building in the dark, having spent several hours sitting with my 
students and their families. The experience was so much deeper than test scores and paper 
work. Instead, I felt honored simply to have had the privilege of being with my students and their 
parents. I will disguise certain details to protect their privacy, but will share the essence of their 
stories so that I can record the amazing quality of the families I work with. 

 
Everett’s mother was at conferences just after his father left the family, taking all the money in 
the house. She spoke little English, but assured us that Everett would come to school, no matter 
what, because that’s what mattered. 
 
Shanice’s father came in his mechanic’s uniform. Shanice’s mother is in jail, and that helped 
explain Shanice’s volatile behavior lately. Shanice’s father spent an hour with Shanice and I, 
assuring her he would be there for her. She nodded, tears on her cheeks, more silent than I had 
ever known her. He told, in detail, how he felt as angry and confused as she did in 6th grade, 
and how his inability to find his way through those emotions had led him to jail. He wanted to be 
there for her because he believed that they could survive until her mother got back and together 
they could make sure that she never had to experience incarceration. 

 
Edward’s mother speaks no English, and is a passionate advocate for her son, who has a 
complex IEP and is an ELL learner. She challenged us, his teachers and reading specialists, to 
work as hard in our dreams for him as she was. She insists that Edward reads books to her 
every night. True, they are years below “grade level norms,” but they help Edward’s fluency, 
help his mother learn English, and entertain his younger brother. She found the Big Brother’s 
program in Milwaukee to give Edward an older male mentor to supply the place of the father he 
lost several years ago.  
  
If ever a profession was rich in the opportunity to meet truly inspiring people, it must be mine. I 
am deeply grateful for moments when I recognize my own privilege in being allowed to learn 
from these families.  
  
Christine teaches 6th grade at Atlas Preparatory Academy in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 
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The Great Call- From Potential to Fulfilling Purpose 
Josie Lunar 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
Milwaukee College Prep-Lloyd Campus 

U.S. Congressional District  
State Assembly District 4 

State Senate District 3 

 
“Many are called, but few are chosen” is what I have always been told by many leaders that I 
have encountered in my journey. Many of them have given up their time and paid the price to 
serve others around them. At the end of every one of their stories they always ended with “it 
was ALL well worth it,” because they felt that they left a legacy and fulfilled purpose in every 
situation they’ve encountered and served in. Their stories and examples have led me to the 
path that I am in now.  

 
Fourteen years ago, I ran into a huge transition. It was an eye opener. You see, I always had a 
dream of being a sports reporter, but one day I was given a chance to work with kids because 
someone saw potential in me to make a difference. I never thought that the chance I was given 
would change my whole direction in life, but it did. Someone saw the potential and pushed me 
to my purpose of “servanthood.” I am proud to say that I am an educator and a strong woman 
that serves hundreds of children every year. I am glad that I answered the call when the 
opportunity was given to me. I have the privilege to serve children as a 5th and 6th grade social 
studies and science teacher at Milwaukee College Prep-Lloyd Street Campus. Every day, I 
remind myself that as an educator my main priority is to serve my scholars and not myself.  

 
Educating my scholars this year, I have seen the impact character education has had on them. 
The fruit of my labor of making them aware of effective and ineffective habits and character 
traits helped them realize that change really starts within them in order to make a difference in 
other people’s lives. In science, we are learning about the environment and how we can use the 
knowledge about our environment to educate others. We had the privilege to head out to 
Discovery World and learn through lab experiments how to maintain a green, clean 
environment. We organized groups to educate others within our school building, but also 
individually they were able to educate their families and communities. In order for all of that to 
happen it took character. To see my scholars grow a desire to take what they’ve learned, teach 
others, organize it, and make it happen was the fruit of my service. 

 
Through my service, I have grown seeing my scholars grow. Taking the knowledge I was giving 
them and applying it to my life taught me that I am not just a teacher but also a student in the 
process. I am a firm believer that a true servant is a person that lives out what he/she teaches 
others through their servanthood. 

  
Josie is a believer, strong, and passionate educator. She is global minded with a great gift to 
become a change agent that will pave the road for others to follow.  
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Serving My Community 
Maria I. Medina 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
Academia de Lenguage y Bellas Artes 

U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 9 

State Senate District 3 

 
The service project my students and I decided to do has to do with teaching them to be aware of 
their actions when it comes to their community. Where should we put garbage and recyclables? 
We learned in the classroom about actions we (room18) could take to make a difference. We 
made a list together and the number one thing students immediately were excited and wanted 
to learn more about was helping to keep our school and the neighborhood clean. The list 
consisted of, collecting food to donate to a food pantry, clothes to donate to a local church or 
organization, going to a nursing home and reading with the elderly. All were great ideas. We 
decided to take a vote. 

 
We made a graph and took a vote without a doubt. Students wanted to help keep their school 
community and neighborhood clean. I read my students, The Earth and the Sky, a book about 
the importance of putting trash in its place and recycling. It was a focus on what items we can 
recycle and how the effects of recycling improve our environmental conditions. It excited me to 
see the enthusiasm of how much the children wanted to learn more about how our actions make 
a difference on the quality of the air we breathe and our community appearance. We decided to 
take a walk through our school community and pick up trash and recyclables. 
 
The children were so excited and eager to help clean the community. There was one child who 
always pops into my head whenever I see trash at a curb or in the middle of the street. We were 
on our walk picking up trash. There was one child who would spot a piece of trash in the street 
and insisted on picking it up. I discussed with him that we could not pick up trash in the middle 
of the street because it could be dangerous. He could get hit by the car. He said, “But you 
taught me about looking both ways before crossing and looking back again and when there are 
no cars, I could cross. Can we just do that to pick up the trash?” I said, “I will pick it up because I 
do not want 20 of you going into the street to pick up trash. It would not be safe under any 
circumstances with this amount of children with us.” 
 
I was so happy he had remembered the lesson I taught on crossing the street safely. One 
lesson can make an impact on a child’s life forever. It excited me that he was able to bring the 
lesson on street crossing into this experience. It made me feel good inside as an educator that 
he learned the importance of crossing the street or going into the street safely and remembers 
to use what he learned to be safe. 
 
Maria is in her second year as a Bilingual teacher at ALBA elementary. She had always wanted 
to be a teacher, and is grateful for the opportunity to serve her students and their parents in a 
fantastic environment.  
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A Hmong Perspective: 
Brandon Orser 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
Hmong American Peace Academy 8 

 US Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 3 

State Senate District 3 
 
When first starting my service learning project I had no idea where it would lead. I had come up 
with the idea of creating a class book, but I wanted the students to lead on deciding what the 
book would be about and how we would accomplish it. The first couple days of brainstorming 
proved difficult to come up with an individual idea because of all of the creative ideas that the 
students had. Between the screams of “Something about Ninjas!” and the shouts of 
“Superheroes!” it was difficult to concentrate, much less come up with an idea conducive to the 
entire class. It was not until one of the students mentioned that we could write a book about 
Hmong people that the idea hit me, and as I saw other students agreeing I felt that we should 
run with this idea.  
 
After contemplating the idea of a Hmong book overnight, I told the students the next day to 
answer one simple question on a blank sheet of paper, “What does being Hmong mean to you?” 
We spent about 15 minutes answering this and each student wrote a variety of different things 
about how their culture has impacted their perspective of themselves. As I was reading through 
them, the different perspectives captivated me and gave me a special insight into each of my 
student’s lives. Reading them educated me on how they viewed the world from a young Hmong 
perspective. I found it fascinating how strongly they were impacted by their past and culture 
even though they had all lived their entire lives in the United States. It was interesting to see 
how strongly they identified with their heritage even though (or maybe especially) they are a 
clear minority within the Milwaukee population. Finally, I got to the last one, written by my 
quietest student. He wrote a long paragraph about what it meant to him, but I could sense extra 
passion from his words,  

 
“It means to be in an Asian group that most people do not know about. This means that people 
are calling us Chinese as well as other Asian groups. People calling me Chinese makes me feel 
angry that no one knows about the Hmong people. There are a lot of Hmong people in 
Wisconsin, more people should know about us.”  

 
This quote stuck with me for the next few days and I decided that we had to incorporate this into 
our project. I discussed this idea with other students and they all agreed and identified with this 
student’s frustration. They had all experienced this before and were clearly impacted by it, so I 
suggested we take this opportunity to create a book that educated others on the growing 
Hmong population in Milwaukee. The students loved the idea and we immediately got to work 
with fervor and passion to educate our neighbors about what was important to us. This was a 
powerful moment that had a large impact on my life and I am glad to share it with others. 
 
Brandon serves at the Hmong American Peace Academy in Milwaukee, Wisconsin as the 6th 
grade writing teacher.  
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Returning the Assistance 
Jessica Parsons 

Milwaukee Americorps 
Atlas Preparatory Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 8 
State Assembly District 3 

State Senate District 3 
 
Coming to Milwaukee to teach was somewhat of a culture shock to me. I came from small town 
schools, where even if you did have money problems you did not talk about them. Most of the 
people in my towns were working middle class and this is where my family fell for the majority of 
my life. Unfortunately, when I was eleven that changed, my mother became a single mom of two 
teenagers. Of course everyone in the town knew this, but once again you did not talk about 
money problems. We were living in poverty while trying to make sure nobody knew we were. 
Many times we could not even use the microwave because it took up too much electricity. 
Thankfully we had some understanding family members that helped us keep blankets and 
clothes in our house. 
 
I introduced our project to my students a few months ago and the response was overwhelming. 
Every single student was excited! I told them we would be making blankets for other children to 
use because these children did not have anything to keep them warm. The students were 
ecstatic to help. They were ecstatic that they could help someone who was in the hospital and 
needed comfort. Many of them told me stories about their own blankets that provided them with 
comfort and security. Some of my students have been in the same situation that these children 
are in that we are giving the blankets to. They are thrilled to be giving back when others gave to 
them. 
 
I feel as though working in an urban environment has changed me for the better. Doing service 
learning with my students has increased that change exponentially. I will never forget the 
students who will give everything just to help those around them. I will be taking this generosity 
with me wherever I go in life. I have known that there are more important things in life than 
material possessions for a while now, but my students have shown me how to take that concept 
to another level. They have shown me that helping our fellow man is something that can keep 
you warm at night. Their willingness to give and help when they had nothing truly inspires me. 
 
Jessica graduated from the University of Wisconsin Parkside in May of 2014 with a major in 
history and a minor in English. She is always looking for opportunities to give to others in need, 
as people did for my family when we were. 
 

 

Being a Blessing through Service  
Emily Schober 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
St. Anthony School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 
“Go forth and set the world on fire;” the brilliant words of Ignatius Loyola, founder of the Jesuit 
order, has become a self-adopted mantra for my life and my perspective on service. While many 
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events have led me to doing works of service, my time at Gonzaga University shaped my life to 
be oriented towards service in all that I do. Ever since I was five years old, I knew that I wanted 
to become a teacher. I would line up my stuffed animals, make worksheets for them, and teach 
them about my viewpoints and knowledge of the world around my five-year-old self. This desire 
to teach was unwavering, so when I entered Gonzaga University, there was no question that I 
would study child and trauma psychology as well as getting elementary teacher certified.  
 
Gonzaga opened a window in my mind to how I could really make a difference in the world 
around me. I remember one professor lecturing on the wealth and opportunities that were 
available for me and my fellow classmates. If the world was boiled down to one hundred people 
and we lined up single-file, due to the fact that I have a college education, an internet 
connection, and clean water would alone put me in the first few spots of that single-file line. This 
lecture spoke to me on how we have a social responsibility to serve those in the back of that 
single-file line. 

 
This change of perspective aligned with a dream of mine. As a teacher, I wanted to get a job 
teaching in an urban setting. I wanted to serve those who are disadvantaged, fighting the 
achievement gap, yet showing perseverance and joy all along the way. In my first year of 
teaching, I am blessed to serve 28 wonderful, dedicated students who are all Hispanics. Many 
are missing crucial elements of language in both their native tongue of Spanish and in English. 
99% of the students in my school qualify for free and reduced lunch; however, my favorite 
moments of the year have including seeing my students grow in maturity, make incredible gains 
on their standardized tests, and show passion for all that they do. 

  
I would consider my students to be “in the back” of that single-file line that my professor 
explained to me years ago; however, that does not demote what my students are capable of. 
Through my AmeriCorps service learning project, my students became empowered and saw 
themselves as being further ahead in the line of many around them in their local community. 
Through hard work and reflection, they reached out to those who are homeless in their local 
community. They are proud of what they accomplished and all those who they served. My 
students truly are an asset to not only me, but all those around them.  
 

 

Serving My Community 
Alyssa Suminski 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
Hope Christian Schools: Semper 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 4 

State Senate District 4 
 
“Can I pump your gas?” I said to a complete stranger. The women nodded and thanked me and 
my friend for our help.  

  
One year in high school our Home Economics teacher posed a challenge. We were to complete 
random acts of service within our community. At first we were a little timid, but once we started 
we couldn’t be stopped. Students were helping people with their grocery bags, students help 
pick up trash along the roads of our community, and students even helped pump gas for moms 
with kids in the car. The project was only to last a month. Once completed, we were asked to 
write a reflection on the experience. The month was over quickly and lots of students were 
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disappointed the time had gone so fast; however, a group of seniors and I got together and 
decided that we were going to continue the campaign. We even got more students involved. 
The feeling and response that was felt when we did these random acts of service left us with so 
much joy. We weren’t willing to give that up. We also knew that there was a need in our 
community. We wanted to fill it. I have never looked at service the same again. To me it’s not a 
chore or duty, it’s an opportunity to show kindness and love to a sad and lonely world. I thank 
my teacher who helped me with this “ah-ha” moment and honor her when I teach my students 
the importance of service in our community. 
 

 

Teaching to Learn 
Kimberly Tambornino 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
Hmong American Peace Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 8 
State Assembly District 4 

State Senate District 3 
 
As I look at the faces of twenty enthusiastic 7th grade girls in my advisory in the fall, I think to 
myself, “How on earth do I channel this energy?” My service learning project helped to provide 
an answer to that question.  

 
Our service learning project involved talking to students in the K-4 classes to address 
health/safety needs. Once we knew our purpose and what it meant to “serve,” I turned it over to 
the girls to determine what the little kids needed to know. They established the kids should learn 
to wash their hands, look both ways before crossing the street, make sure to walk on the right 
side of the hall, and to sit nicely on the bus. These were key points, because faculty and staff 
had brought up these same concerns with the students.  
 
I work at a school where the students are energetic, but often shy when it comes to talking in 
front of people they don’t know well. I knew this would be a great opportunity. The students 
created their own small presentation they came up with themselves such as doing a skit, singing 
a song, or demonstrating. I also had the students practice communicating with adults by 
emailing the teachers themselves to arrange a time to come into the classroom.  

 
When the first of five performances came, the girls were nervous. And they looked nervous! The 
young scholars watched every move they made with fascination, but they walked out feeling 
quote, “awkward” about their lesson. 

 
As we took some time to reflect and practice, it was clear to see the groups were gaining 
confidence! They started to make observations just like a teacher would like, “They seemed 
confused when we did this,” or “I don’t know why they weren’t answering the question when I 
asked.” They kept trying to make their presentation better.  

 
When we talked about it after Christmas break, some of them still felt like they could have done 
better, but they acknowledged that they learned from the experience. One student, who had 
shown particularly strong leadership, begged to do another project with the little kids.  

 
After we finished the project, the tone of my advisory changed. Suddenly more people were 
talking to each other and more people were sharing during our weekly peace circle. And the 
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student who “begged” for more service learning went from getting D’s to B’s. I like to think the 
confidence she gained from the project had something to do with it.  
 
Kim is a 7th grade language arts teacher in the City of Milwaukee. She works at the Hmong 
American Peace Academy.  
 

 

Becoming a Service Leader in My Community 
Guadalupe Torres 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
ALBA Elementary School 

U.S. Congressional District  
State Assembly District 

State Senate District 
 
Often times I sit and wonder how I can become an effective service leader in my community and 
make a change in helping my students achieve all their goals. Like Margaret Wheatley states, 
“We have need for each other. We have a desire for each other, and, more and more, I believe 
that if the real work is to stay together, then we are not only the best resource to move into this 
future-we are the only resource…We need to learn how to be together: that is the essential work 
of the servant-leader.”  

 
After giving it some thought of how I can better serve my school, community and students; I 
decided to enroll in the AmeriCorps program. Through the AmeriCorps Program, I have been 
able to grow as a teacher and a servant leader in my community. I have become more aware of 
the many resources our community has to offer in order to provide effective change in my 
students’ lives.  
 
By taking part in AmeriCorps and designing a service learning project, I have also seen change 
in my students’ perspective towards keeping our earth clean. Prior to beginning my service 
learning project, my students had no idea of the effect the pollution had on our earth. They are 
now aware of the changes our seasons can have if we don’t keep our earth clean. Ever since 
learning about the effects of pollution my students have been picking up even the littlest piece of 
garbage they spot on the floor or outside while in recess. They sometimes enter in the morning 
with pieces of litter to throw in our classroom trash. My students have now become more aware 
of the purpose of helping keep our world clean and the affect it has on our seasons.  

 
Reaching out for resources in my community and becoming a member of AmeriCorps, I had the 
opportunity to design a service learning project that helped me and my students connect with 
our community. I was able to foster my students’ learning by providing them with the experience 
of becoming more involved with our neighborhood by keeping it clean from pollution caused by 
garbage. As a teacher, I need to join forces and work together with those within my school and 
community to help serve the needs of my students. My students need me and the best gift that I 
can give to them is to prepare them today for their future. 
 
Guadalupe is determined to make a change in her community. 
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Serving with a Purpose 
Andrea Velazquez 

Urban Education Fellows Program 
St. Anthony School 

Congressional District 4 
Assembly District 8 

Senate District 3 
 
Service learning is a practice that I have made customary in my classroom. After serving in 
AmeriCorps last year, I saw how service learning engaged and inspired my students to give 
back to the community. It was apparent that when service was integrated into the curriculum, 
students found learning purposeful.  
 
As a math teacher, I want my students to understand how math can be applied to real world 
contexts. Through service learning, students in my classroom have created Public Service 
Announcements about water conservation, donated food to our community pantry, and made 
collections for families in the community who are in need. Each of these projects was 
intertwined with the math curriculum. They have had to analyze data, draw and compare 
graphs, estimate, and solve equations. All of these skills are preparing them for a future in a 
variety of careers.  
 
I believe that introducing service learning into my classroom has made me a better teacher and 
has provided my students with unforgettable experiences. Many students have shown large 
improvements in math growth after participating in service learning. One particular student 
sticks out in my mind. This student was generally uninterested in math class, but during the 
service part of our units, he was much more engaged. He started out the 2014-2015 school year 
at a 3rd grade math level. After taking the winter benchmark in January, he had grown to a 5th 
grade math level. Talking to his parents at conferences, he often talks about making his PSA 
and creating a budget for groceries at home. He even wanted to help his parent’s grocery shop 
to find the best unit prices for their own budget.  
 
As a member of AmeriCorps, I have been able to make learning in the classroom meaningful 
and purposeful though serving our community. I have embraced serving the community and 
teaching the next generation about service. It makes me optimistic about our nation's future 
knowing that these children are learning how to serve their community.  
 
Andrea is a 3rd year mathematics teacher at St. Anthony School in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. She 
is a 2nd year AmeriCorps member as a part of the Urban Education Fellows Program. She 
enjoys adapting her curriculum in order to incorporate service projects for her students.  
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NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater 
Wausau Area 
 
 

 
 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater Wausau Area members serve at seven different host 

sites that include two school districts and a variety of local non-profit organizations. Focusing 

on educational opportunities, positive interactions, and outreach to underserved populations, 

AmeriCorps members provide direct services to youth and their families as mentors and 

tutors during and after school. Students served include pre-K, elementary, middle school, 

high school and adult learners. Participation for members includes monthly member 

meetings and quarterly training sessions. Members will also be engaged in planning and 

serving at community service projects throughout the year. 
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Unbelievable Children 
Lauren Bloomer 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team- Greater Wausau Area 
Wausau School District / Wausau Area Montessori Charter School 

7th U.S. Congressional District 
85th State Assembly District 

29th State Senate District 
 
I was nervous starting full time in the NCCAP AmeriCorps program. During the summer of 2014 
I had done minimal time for Upward Bound and had enjoyed the service so I had decided to try 
full time tutoring kids in the Wausau School District. I had tutored older kids and worked in a 
camp many years before with younger children, but I was still nervous going into a full-time 
position. At first the school year was difficult, getting to know the children and having them 
accept me into their classroom as another adult took time. Also, the school I had been placed in 
is a different type of elementary school, it is an independent based learning system that allows 
children to have individual work plans and do work on their own. The type of work the kids did 
took some time to learn the instructions, but it is all incredible. Going into the school I was 
expecting young, high energy children, but I never expected to go into the school and find the 
type of children I did. The children were more mature and well-behaved than I have seen in any 
other child at elementary age. The children were also very intelligent for the levels that they 
were working at. It amazed me to be working with the children and made me feel awesome 
when the children were able to comprehend what I was explaining to them. It has been amazing 
watching the children grow intellectually in the last few months of school.  
 
What amazes me more is the accepting and mature nature of the older children in the school 
that I got to have the opportunity to spend time with. The older children got the opportunity to go 
to the School Forest and I was invited to go as the lead female adult. The older children had no 
other time to know me because I do not tutor in their classrooms; however, they respected me 
and what I was doing for them. They accepted me easily and it created a wonderful learning 
experience for all of the people involved.  
 
It has been a great experience knowing I am making a difference in children’s lives. Some 
people may think I am just “the help,” but I know that my availability to be in the classroom has 
given the children more study time with an adult. I know that the 10 extra minutes that my time 
gives to each child every day keeps those children ahead in work and keeps them going. Just 
knowing my time is being used the way it is a wonderful thing, but being able to see the results 
and the success of the children because of something I have done is indescribable. 
 
Lauren Bloomer is a recent graduate from University of Wisconsin- Stevens Point with a degree 
in history. She enjoys being in education and plans on going further into education for high 
school history. Lauren is currently serving her second consecutive term with the NCCAP 
AmeriCorps Team – Greater Wausau Area program. 
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The After School Program 
Kayla Bolssen 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team - Greater Wausau Area 
DPI WEOP / GEAR UP 

7th U.S. Congressional District 
85th State Assembly District 

29th State Senate District 
 

Before I had even heard of the word AmeriCorps member, I was on the internet and I read a 
quote, “As we lose ourselves in the service of others we discover our lives and our own 
happiness.” When I had read this I was reaching a time in my life where I was not certain the 
career path I wanted to pursue and I was not positive what my passions were. After I read that 
quote I started thinking about how I spent my days and if they had any meaning at all. I attended 
school, and during my down time I was a server at a local restaurant. Sure I was content, but 
what I was doing wasn’t bringing me intense happiness and satisfaction to me or anyone else. 
So I started looking for new jobs. I had discovered AmeriCorps. The description of the position 
brought so much joy and excitement. It seemed so perfect for me. When I started as an 
AmeriCorps member a couple months later, coordinating an after school homework club, I was 
suddenly reassured my passion for teaching. Helping disadvantaged youth has been extremely 
rewarding. I have become the mentor that I wish I had. Watching the students come into the 
room with their improved grades, jumping with joy showing me all that they have accomplished, 
reassured me that this is where I am meant to be. I have more meaning in my life than I could 
ever have asked for. Not only am I doing what I am passionate about but I am helping others. 
“No one can help everyone but everyone can help someone.” 
 
Kayla Bolssen is a first year member. She is currently attending UW Green Bay pursuing a 
degree in education and a minor in human development. 
 

 

A Winning Combination 
Marlene Daniels 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team - Greater Wausau Area 
Central Wisconsin Literacy Council 

3rd U.S. Congressional District 
72nd State Assembly District 

24th State Senate District 
 

Often when people sign up to do volunteer work the motivation is stated as a desire to give back 
to the community. That is what I thought I was doing when I first signed on as a tutor for the 
CWLC. I started as a tutor through the Central Wisconsin Literacy Council (CWLC) for a woman 
who is trying to increase her reading and language skills so that she can get a better paying job 
and help support her family. After about a year of tutoring, an opportunity opened up with the 
literacy council, which would also be an AmeriCorps position. My position as an AmeriCorps 
member began as a desire to help others achieve proficiency in their ability to read. 
 
As it turns out, I am giving back, but also equally receiving on both accounts. I am in awe every 
day of the woman I tutor who has a husband and seven children, goes to school at the technical 
college five days a week for English language classes, attends tutoring sessions for two hours 
every Monday afternoon, works part-time evenings, and does all the household duties and care-
giving for her family. Her ability to communicate has increase greatly in the past year as her 
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English and comprehension of the language continues to improve; however, in the time I have 
been with her she has helped me to become aware of the challenges of living in a foreign 
country with little knowledge of the language or customs, but more than that I witness every day 
her perseverance and determination to improve herself and make a better life for her family. 
 
AmeriCorps members serve; we pledge to “get things done for America.” As an AmeriCorps 
member, I have had the opportunity to serve at some community events. Once again, I think of 
my service as giving back, but I am coming away from each service event with increased 
knowledge of groups of people who give generously of their time to charitable organizations that 
work to improve the lives of those for whom everyday life is less than ideal. I am proud and 
honored to be in the company of a group of individuals who are generously giving of themselves 
and their time to assist in activities that will make life better for those who struggle to do for 
themselves, help someone learn to be more self-sufficient, and to build confidence and 
independence in our youth. 
 
What began as a desire to help and give back has helped me to realize the number of people 
who are in need, the goodness and selfless giving that occurs every day in our community, but 
mostly that we can affect change simply by giving of ourselves in whatever capacity we are able 
to those in need. For me serving through AmeriCorps is a win/win situation. 
 
Marlene is a first time AmeriCorps member serving the host-site of the Central Wisconsin 
Literacy Council.  
 

 

Reflection Piece 
Koua Her 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team - Greater Wausau Area 
Wausau School District / Excel Enrich Achieve Learning Academy 

7th U.S Congressional District 
85th State Assembly District 

29th State Senate District 
 

In working with EEA for about six months now, I have seen how I have grown as a professional 
and as a person. When I first started working here, it was difficult for me to address students 
when it came to behavior issues due to being uncomfortable. I was put in charge of managing a 
room for the school hours and teachers would come into the room when needed. It was quite a 
learning curve to learn the school program as well as learn to work with these students. Some of 
the students come into the school with rough backgrounds and carry a great deal of baggage 
into the classroom. I've learned that these students tend to act out the most when something 
traumatic has occurred in their home life. When starting out, every situation was black and white 
and I have learned to consider that in the particular setting of EEA, I needed to be greyer. I have 
also learned that the students expect me to address their behavioral issues and to be consistent 
on a daily basis, which I still find to be challenging in terms of addressing the behavioral issues. 
The issues have simmered down from what it was like during the beginning to the school year, 
but I also figure that the students have gotten to know me better as a staff as well. I know that in 
committing myself to working at EEA will continue to develop me professionally and personally. 
 
Koua is currently serving in his second term with the NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater 
Wausau Area. 
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To See You Soar 
Limxuv Her 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team - Greater Wausau Area 
Wausau School District / Excel Enrich Achieve Learning Academy 

7th U.S. Congressional District 
85th State Assembly District 

29th State Senate District 
 

i want to see you soar 
high above the clouds 
and beyond the roar of the crowds 
i want to see you soar 
to overcome what injustices befall you 
but don’t just overcome, abolish them too 
let no one ever tell you what you can and cannot do 
i want to see you soar 
like the albatross over oceans 
may your eyes be ever opened 
to the wideness of the world and the smallness of your role 
i want to see you soar 
because you are worth more than any amount of gold 
child born of stardust and treasures of old 
your life is significant so make it something magnificent 
i want to see you soar 
while never forgetting those who are hurting 
standing beside you in the midst of oppression 
become strength for the weak and a voice for them to speak 
let me see you soar 
high above the clouds 
and beyond the roar of the crowds 
let me see you soar 

 
Limxuv Her is a recent graduate of UW-Milwaukee in the field of biology. This is his first term 
serving with AmeriCorps. 
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The After School Program 

Chuenhua Ho 
NCCAP AmeriCorps Team - Greater Wausau Area 

DPI WEOP / GEAR UP 
7th U.S. Congressional District 

85th State Assembly District 
29th State Senate District 

 
“Coco, are you going to be at the after school program?” “Of course I am; I’m always there!” 
Even though I continuously get asked if I’ll be at the after school program that I supervise, the 
students in the hallways as I enter Washington Middle School still ask if I will be there. This 
program started in the beginning of the school year and I’ve been going ever since. There are 
days when students have a lot of assignments to catch up on and then other days when 
students have only one math problem. Either way, the students are always looking forward to 
coming to the after school program. 
 
This program has helped me build a strong, trustworthy relationship with these students. Not 
only do I work with these students at the after school program, but also during college visits as 
well. We’ve been on trips to Camp U-Nah-Li-Yah and Wisconsin Dells, all for the students who 
are a part GEAR UP. The students are usually pretty excited to attend, but it is more rewarding 
for me to know that I am making a difference. As I continue to work with GEAR UP and 
AmeriCorps, I learn more and more about how to be a role model. 
 
I used to be in their shoes. Being female and a minority, I know what it’s like to be told you can’t 
do it. Now, it is a part of my job working for AmeriCorps to tell these students that they can. 
Hard work and dedication always pays off. To know that one of the reasons a student attends 
the after school program just to see and talk to me will always be the number one reason why I 
want to continue to do what I do. Encouraging, mentoring, and guiding these students and 
allowing them to discover their potential is what makes me a proud AmeriCorps member. 
 
Chuenhua “Coco” Ho, 1st term AmeriCorps member; “I have discovered in myself that my 
willingness to help and provide my services has made me come a long way. I have grown to 
become more patient. I have grown to be more understanding. Most of all, I have grown to love 
being a role model.”  
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Making a Difference 
Andrea Houdek 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater Wausau Area 
Girl Scouts of the Northwestern Great Lakes 

7th U.S. Congressional District 
86th State Assembly District 

29th State Senate District 
 

“I love that I can say how I am really feeling, tell what has happened to me in life and the 
teacher really listens. She can give me suggestions on what to do with the problems I have and 
she relates to me.”  
 
“It is so great to talk to an adult who doesn’t judge me and has went through similar situations 
as me and teaches me how I can deal with things by doing fun activities.” 
 
These are two quotes from girls I served at the Marathon County Juvenile Detention Center. It is 
required by my host site to have the girls I mentor give feedback on the programs I conduct. The 
majority of the evaluations have positive feedback regarding the activities I do with the girls. 
This really ensures me that I actually have a positive impact on the kids I serve through 
AmeriCorps. I have made an impact on hundreds of children in counting by mentoring/tutoring 
at grade schools, middle schools, alternative schools, boys and girls clubs, detention centers, 
half way houses and Copper Lake. I am so fortunate to be able to better children’s lives. I am 
able to do this by being a member of AmeriCorps.  
 
AmeriCorps is one of the most important opportunities I have had in my life thus far. I have met 
many wonderful people and have gained incredible skills throughout my time of service. I will 
continue to utilize these skills during the course of my life. My host site is Girl Scouts and I really 
like all the wonderful opportunities Girl Scouts has provided for me.  
 
Andrea Houdek, 3rd term AmeriCorps member; “I believe I have made a difference in the world. I 
am proud of who I am today. I like to make people happy, better others’ lives and most 
importantly I am a good mom.”  
  

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CB4QFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.gsnwgl.org%2F&ei=K50DVYm4FJW1sQSR0oHoAQ&usg=AFQjCNH1cL2fsFUWVVrZwF9FHEDQeEjQiQ&bvm=bv.88198703,d.cWc
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Opportunities 
April M. Kolpack 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater Wausau Area 
Boys & Girls Club of Langlade County 

7th U.S. Congressional District 
35th State Assembly District 

12th State Senate District 
 
By serving through AmeriCorps I am able to go to the local schools during the day before I start 
my day at the Boys & Girls Club of Langlade County in the afternoon. When I am at the schools 
I usually assist in classrooms with various activities and I have opportunities to mentor/tutor 
some of the students. There is one student in particular that I work one-on-one with almost 
every week at East Elementary. Her name is Kya and she is in second grade. She was adopted 
here from Africa at the end of last year, and when I first met her she spoke very broken English, 
she didn’t recognize numbers past nine, and her reading was very minimal. Her classroom has 
about 16 other students in it that also require attention from their teacher and helpers so her 
teacher is very grateful to have me come in and work with her every week. I have only been 
meeting with her for a little over half of the school year so far, but I can already see the impact I 
am having on this little girl. To start with, her speech has improved incredibly. Every once in a 
while I still have to make sense of what she is saying, but she is talking just like most of her 
classmates and being silly with me while I’m there. She has also drastically improved in her 
math skills. For the most part she is able to recognize and count numbers up to one hundred 
and can now even add and subtract. She is also reading small books to me now! It’s thrilling to 
see the progress she is making with not only her school work but also her social skills. She is 
very excited to see me walk through the door every single time and on the rare occasion I have 
to miss our session for something, she surely doesn’t forget it. I know that Kya and her 
supervisors really appreciate the work I am able to do with her and I am also. Kya is a very 
special little girl and if it wasn’t for AmeriCorps neither of us would have been blessed with the 
opportunity to work together. I am excited to see where she will be by the end of the year, and I 
am grateful for the opportunities serving through AmeriCorps have presented me with. 
 
April Kolpack serves with NCCAP AmeriCorps at the Boys & Girls Club of Langlade County. 
She is 21 years old and hopes to go back to school next year for work in the field of childcare. 
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Making the Difference 
Chadd Nelson 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team - Greater Wausau Area 
Boys & Girls Club – Langlade County 

7th U.S. Congressional District 
85th State Assembly District 

29th State Senate District 
 

Working with children has always been something I’ve enjoyed doing. When I started with the 
Boys and Girls Club of Langlade County in August of 2012, it seemed like a perfect fit. And for 
two years, it was. But when the opportunity to join on with AmeriCorps presented itself, it 
became an even better fit. The Club allows me the opportunity to work with the kids that come 
to us. AmeriCorps has allowed me to reach more kids by going to them. 
 
The benefits of going to the schools throughout the week are many. Helping kids with 
schoolwork – help many need but don’t receive at home – is the immediate benefit for them and 
their teachers. But the biggest benefits have been providing a familiar face they know and trust, 
providing them someone they can count on. It can be as simple as being someone they can tell 
their stories to, or as important as helping them through a troubling time. Helping the loner fit in 
with his/her classmates, or helping all kids develop and strengthen friendships. Simply playing 
catch at recess with a young boy who doesn’t have a father figure around to play catch with him, 
or giving a little girl a push on the swing because their only parent doesn’t have time, due to 
working so much trying to provide for their family. It’s those simple things, things that are 
commonly overlooked, which provide the greatest impact for these children. 
 
The benefits that I get from working through AmeriCorps extend well beyond the paychecks. 
Knowing that I am having a positive impact on the lives of these children is something that you 
cannot put a price tag on. Walking in to a classroom and seeing all of the students look up at 
you and smile is the greatest start to a day at work as a person can have. Seeing a shy and 
nervous child develop in to an outgoing and confident child is even greater than seeing a failing 
student become a straight A’s student (although those two generally go hand in hand). Seeing a 
child nervous about signing up for the Boys and Girls Club smile and relax because they walk in 
to a room and see a familiar face makes it impossible not to put a smile on your own face. The 
list of examples of how beneficial working with these children through AmeriCorps has been for 
me is truly an endless list. 
 
Chadd is currently serving in his first term with the NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater 
Wausau Area. Chadd mentors & tutors youth at the Boys & Girls Club, Langlade County in 
collaboration with the Antigo Unified School District. 
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An Unexpected Journey… 

Amy Marthaler 
NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater Wausau Area 

Wausau School District – South Mountain Elementary School 
7th U.S. Congressional District 

85th State Assembly District 
29th State Senate District 

 
It was an ad in the paper about mid-July, 
AmeriCorps was looking for members – oh my!!! 
 
Education had needs; it was there on the list 
I knew I had skills that could help and assist. 
 
Volunteering this way I’d never considered before 
‘til I discovered this ad for AmeriCorps. 
 
This job was for me a unique opportunity 
To actively serve in my local community. 
 
Being a classroom aide within a school 
Was a possibility that could really be cool. 
 
Imagine a school year of being in a room 
Helping a teacher whose students must bloom. 
 
I liked the idea of serving this way; 
I applied for the job - - that very same day. 
 
Imagine exploring an education career 
Becoming a teacher was what I held dear. 
 
What luck for me – I was hired just like that 
And found myself being a new cougar cat... 
 
At South Mountain elementary - - - yes it was true 
And that’s why I’m writing this poem down for you! 
 
I thought I would do simple tasks that might be 
Helpful for only the teachers - - - you see… 
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Imagine the excitement when I was invited 
To work with the kids – I was oh so delighted. 
 
I would work with students in Group In-ter-ven-tion 
For they needed some extra academ-ic a-ttention. 
 
A few of the groups that I would now do 
Include Reading Master-y One - Decoding B-2 
 
Spelling Mastery Level F - - - Language for Writing 
All of these groups became very exciting! 
 
Because we are doing our work face to face 
Each student achieves at their very own pace. 
 
Imagine how powerful to watch their skills grow 
‘Cause ALL kids are able to learn – don’t you know… 
 
Regardless of ability or low level skill 
To learn and achieve is a wonderful thrill. 
 
But group work is just a very small slice 
The day holds more moments that are really quite nice. 
 
Kindergarten pencil work begins each day. 
There’s lunch time and recess, the children must play! 
 
First Grade Horizons and read-to-self time 
Helps students to Ac-a-demically climb. 
 
These are the things I experience each day 
But there IS something more that I would like to say. 
 
I’ve learned that my presence and focused attention 
Is something that really deserves just a mention; 
 
I believe they can do it, and I must confess 
That clearly each child can become a success. 
 
This experience by far helps everyone - - - you see 
To become the finest that we can be. 
 
With students and staff, relationships bloomed 
It was so much more than I’d ever assumed 
 
It was quite unexpected; what each day has brought 
There are so many lessons that I have been taught. 
 
I’ve learned leadership, knowledge, and skills that are new 
I’ve also grown personally and professionally too. 
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A career path – AmeriCorps helps me to decide 
While giving back to the community in which I reside. 
 
In gratitude I finish; this story is done, 
It’s been rich, rewarding, and oh so much fun… 

 
Amy enjoys working with children and helping them to achieve their potential. She has an 
associate’s degree in early childhood education with plans to pursue a bachelor’s degree in 
elementary guidance and counseling. She has a deep love for the natural world and enjoys 
hiking, snowshoeing, biking, camping, and anything that gets her outside. 

 

 

The Key to Public Servitude 
Shayna Parson 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater Wausau Area 
Wausau School District / Horace Mann Middle School 

7th U.S. Congressional District 
85th State Assembly District 

29th State Senate District 
 
Through my service, I have learned a great many things about being an effective educator and 
an effective public servant. Although I have many wonderful little stories about my children and 
their vast minds, one little note that was written to me by the student I spend most of time with, 
stands out the most. Through this short note in Spanish that I found scribbled in my notebook, 
next to various hand drawn images, I feel I am finally able to understand what it truly means to 
serve your constituents, and yet this note is so simple. The note, translated, reads as follows, 
“Miss Shayna, you support me in everything and I am learning from you as you are learning 
from me; although I am learning more from you. I am grateful for everything you help me with 
and hope to continue teaching you, like you do for me.” 
 
This young lady’s name is Estefany and she came here from Mexico in October and she is one 
of the smartest young people I know. She understands that the effectiveness our 
student/teacher relationship revolves around our ability to understand each other and our own 
languages and cultures. I now understand this as well. It is important, as a public servant, to 
know who you serve and their special needs. It our job to give those we serve the necessary 
tools to succeed; according to what we understand, not assume, that they need. I genuinely 
took the time to get to know Estefany, which was an incredible pleasure I might add, but this is 
why I am now able to educate her on the level she was looking for. She is already speaking 
English rather well and with such confidence; more so then I had when I started Spanish, and 
this is because I realized early that traditional classroom teaching was not the best way for her 
to learn. She prefers a more direct submersion within the language and is currently working very 
hard to achieve her goals. This relationship and this understanding I want to carry over to all of 
my students so that they might all find success in the ways she is. I will continue to work very 
hard for those I serve and will absolutely be working harder to learn what I must to be an 
effective educator. 
 
Shayna is a recent graduate from the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point with a degree in 
Spanish. She currently works at Horace Mann Middle School and uses her bilingual skills to 
assist students in the ELL program. She hopes in the future to be a member of the Peace 
Corps. 
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Impact… 
Bonnie Paulson 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater Wausau Area 
Wausau School District / Riverview Elementary School 

7th U.S. Congressional District 
85th State Assembly District 

29th State Senate District 
 

My host site is an elementary school. When I first started there I noticed that some of the young 
children were extremely unhappy about being in school. Sometimes they would cry 
uncontrollably. The children told me that they wanted to be at home. I comforted them and 
helped them to feel better about school. At first I thought that the children were just homesick 
but I learned that many of the children have difficult living situations. 
 
Some of the students told me about the personal things going on in their lives. Many students 
are from low-income households. Some of the children are tired in school because they don't 
get enough sleep. A few of the kids mention that they are hungry. Several of the children told 
me that their family had become homeless recently. Other children told me that they would be 
losing their homes soon. These students had changed schools during the school year.  
 
A lot of children live with just one of their parents and they seldom visit their other parent. Some 
of these kids do not live with either parent. They live with other relatives like their grandparents. 
A few children mentioned that one of their parents had moved out of their home and their 
parents would probably get a divorce. A couple of children had one of their parents pass away 
recently. Also a couple of children have one of their parents in hospice care.  
 
These young children are living with stress and hardship. This has to make it more difficult for 
them to focus on their schoolwork. I do my best to help them with their schoolwork and to help 
them feel better. 
 
Bonnie is currently serving in her second term with the NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater 
Wausau Area. 

 

 

You are My Kid Too 
Ethel Quisler 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater Wausau Area 
Wausau School District / Franklin Elementary School 

7th U.S. Congressional District 
85th State Assembly District 

29th State Senate District 
 

My service makes an impact. This has been a tough year. Our community is hurting. 
AmeriCorps has been in our community over 17 years. One of the goals for AmeriCorps has 
been working toward developing positive healthy relationships with not just youth but all 
community members. I feel my hometown, the community I serve, is not big enough for this 
latest tragedy.  
 
I attended the funeral of 13 year old Isaiah Powell. 
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At the wake the night before his funeral, community members, mainly students, wrote farewell 
and thoughts on Isaiah's casket. I wrote; "Isaiah, You are my kid too! Mrs. Quisler.” 
 
The news media and law enforcement depict the stabbing of Isaiah Powell as a "group of 
wanna be gangtster, gang activity." "Not real gang activity at all." 
 
Here is my point. The young people defined themselves as gang members, they believed 
themselves to be bad so they bad. They so bad somebody is dead. Now this is belonging! How 
have we become so desensitized? 
 
As part of my service for my AmeriCorps experience, I work with the Wisconsin Valley Wood 
Turners Club. We reach out to the members of the Boys & Girls Club. My host site is Franklin 
Elementary School and many of the students enrolled there also have membership with the 
Boys & Girls Club. Franklin Elementary has a low income population of an estimated 68% as 
reported by Principal Jon Euting. 
 
Bi-monthly, the members of Wisconsin Valley Wood Turners use the art room at the downtown 
location to mentor and turn wood with youth. Isaiah was one of our youth. Many of the kids that 
were involved with the fight at La Salle and Jefferson Street where Isaiah was stabbed were our 
kids too. 
 
When our local television news channel 7 reported on the work of Wisconsin Valley Wood 
Turners Club and the Boys and Girls Club last November 2014, anchor Jeff Thelan spoke about 
the need to use "bait" to inspire youth. Our bait was teaching the respect of the lathe, safety, 
wood shop skills and the love of a craft as well as an art. Many Boys & Girls Club members 
turned bowls, plates, vases, whistles, ornaments, pens and even learned some science, physics 
and math! 
 
I believe being social and building relationships is important. Work builds character. I know this 
sounds aged. 
 
It is about survival. On Election Day November 4, 2014, CBS This Morning reported that 75% of 
Americans make less than $50,000.00 per year. Helping a community to see beyond the 
tyranny of the day and to embrace the idea of what is ahead, a future, is necessary. 
 
AmeriCorps is in a position to help do that, help people to see beyond the tyranny of the day. 
Poverty is the lack of resources. Education is an important resource to combat poverty. 
 
In my mind a community working together is about investment. Someone stated, "You get out of 
it what you put in to it." 
 
People tell me that they can't. My response has been, "Okay, I know you can't but if you could, 
how would you go about doing it?" 
 
Ethel C. Quisler has a master’s degree in community counseling. She has experience being a 
wife, but lives as a single mother with two grown children. One child has completed college, the 
other is taking a unique path. Ethel grew up in a large 11-person family on a moderate sized 
dairy farm in Marathon County. Eager to serve her community, her past history includes 4-H 
member participation for over 10 years, Wisconsin Conservation Corps member in her twenties 
and a Graduate of Portage County Leadership Institute; 1998. Ethel has worked as a Park 
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Ranger, Park deputy, and has a history of health care employment. She volunteers with several 
local groups. 
 

 

AmeriCorps: a Reflection 
Leslie Spear 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team - Greater Wausau Area 
Wausau School District / Wausau West Senior High School 

7th U.S. Congressional District 
85th State Assembly District 

29th State Senate District  
 

As a child I lacked many virtues which I could have obtained from a mentor. When I was in first 
grade I spat on a boy. His name was Troy. His facial abnormalities caused a shower of spittle to 
rain upon listeners as he spoke, so I believed that I was providing a social justice for his victims 
– an eye for an eye – spit on me, I’ll spit on you. I do not remember how my sentencing affected 
Troy, but I do remember the pain on his face and the anger of the crossing guard who 
witnessed my transgression. I will never forget the lack of empathy I held for Troy or the inability 
to understand the despising glares bestowed upon me from onlookers. At the time I could not 
comprehend what I was doing was morally wrong and emotionally damaging. I wonder if this 
event could have been avoided if I had had someone in school to teach me values, someone 
who displayed those values so individuals could thrive, someone like the person I was as an 
AmeriCorps member. 
 
My year as an AmeriCorps member has involved an array of experiences, but the ones I find to 
be the most rewarding are the events that involved building relationships with adolescent youth. 
My host site has me interacting with at-risk students on a daily basis as a mentor and tutor. I 
have not only helped with coursework completion, but I have also been involved in assisting 
with student choice making and morality building. I have listened as students cried for the loss 
of a friend, vented the anger of abuse and talked about loneliness. They have come to me for 
advice on peer harassment, boyfriend/girlfriend frustrations and social injustice. The students 
had come to me for assistance in growing up. 
 
I wonder many days how and if my time spent with those students have made an impact in their 
lives and future. Would they have made different choices? Has my wisdom provided them with 
life altering experiences? Has the impact of my presence improved their lives? I may never be 
able to answer these questions, but I can state that I was there for the moments when they 
needed someone. I believe that my time spent with these children has resulted in fewer people, 
like Troy, who face social humiliations or like myself, who had once lacked an understanding 
that actions have consequences and we leave imprints everywhere we go. 
 
My year spent with these students has provided me with an understanding that AmeriCorps 
members are an essential aspect of the school district; they complete the structured learning 
environment and help to fulfil the needs of the children. My year with AmeriCorps has provided 
students with what I did not receive as a child: someone to provide children with moral values 
and a positive, healthy social environment. 
 
Leslie is currently serving in her first term with the NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater Wausau 
Area. 
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What Got Me Coming Back to AmeriCorps This Year 2014? 
Nyia Thao 

North Central Community Action Program 
Wausau School District / Thomas Jefferson Elementary School 

7th U.S. Congressional District 
85th State Assembly District 

29th State Senate District 
 

Well, long story short I missed being a Tutor for the kids and I enjoyed it so I’ve decided to come 
back for more experience and maybe furthering on my education in this career. I enrolled myself 
into AmeriCorps, knowingly that I still have a full term, and keep on going from there. 
 
Now a little introduction about me, I started AmeriCorps in 2009-2012 and served through the 
Hmong American Center (H.A.C.), also was known as Wausau Area Hmong Mutual Association 
(WAHMA), as a tutor and web assistant. I had my own office and was pretty much equipped for 
many tasks. I wasn't a professional at designing a website nor do I know how to make or tweak 
one. But, I was trained and taught many skills and even got myself into a project that consists of 
formatting a Hmong Health Book to volunteering in community events. Serving at H.A.C. has 
helped me gain the experience and get more involved in the communities. All of the students 
I’ve tutored are ELL and disadvantaged youths, so through the permission of my supervisor and 
the After School Program Coordinator, I can plan, teach, and coordinate many activities as I can 
for the after school program. Along with AmeriCorps I was also in college, full-time, which I got 
through the first year like a breeze, not so much of the second year, but I have overcome all the 
obstacles. 
 
It was a memorable two years, now all the students have all grown up and making their way to 
success by getting involved in the community. I can say I was a proud Tutor/Mentor for those 
kids, because hearing from them made me realize I have impacted their lives with all sorts of 
positivity and most important, leadership. 
 
It's only the beginning to a whole new group of kids and I can't wait to make another memorable 
year. Because I am positive I will be a leader, a mentor to all the students I have worked with. I 
believe they can also get things done! 
 
"I will spread the love and joy to all, while I can serve and be an impact too,” Nyia Thao, 3rd term 
with NCCAP AmeriCorps. 
 

 

Three Letters 
Kou Vang 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater Wausau Area 
DPI WEOP / GEAR UP 

7th U.S. Congressional District 
85th State Assembly District 

29th State Senate District 
 

I started by saying a very simple word. Yes. 
 

Every day, I woke up and said yes. I said yes to myself, to accomplishing something, to pushing 
myself out of my comfort zone. 
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It is unbelievably easy to say no. People say no all of the time. It’s one of the first words that 
babies learn. No, I don’t want to. No, I don’t feel like it. No, I don’t have the time. No, I don’t want 
to try it. 
 

I’ll let you in on a secret. The more you say no, the more you say no. 
 

The reverse holds true, also. 
 

The more you say yes, the more you say yes. 
 

This year, I said yes to listening. Without it, I can’t imagine I would have been able to learn all of 
my students’ names and many of their stories. 
 

There is a student of mine that whispers all of the time. If I never listened, he would never talk. I 
found out that one of my older students has a poet’s voice and though she struggles with 
expressing herself in conversation, her written words could make Walt Whitman weep. I met a 
boy who dreamed of designing video games, who just wanted someone to listen. He showed 
me his three-year project that he began when he was 11. I met a bus driver who is completely 
Irish and from Milwaukee. His family is on the paleo-diet and he really misses eating bread. I 
listened to a teacher who cares so much about his school and his community that he’s lost the 
ability to say no. It’s just not in his vocabulary anymore. 
 

I have said yes to accepting that what I do with AmeriCorps is a giant, yelling from the 
mountaintops, no reservations YES to that idealistic self that I buried beneath the realist I 
pretend to be. You know what I found out? I discovered that I am great at teaching, that the 
community I work in is supportive and that I haven’t even come close to my limits. I am capable 
of so much more. 
 

AmeriCorps members are links thrown out into the world. We link our community together. It is 
hard and oftentimes feels like we’re stringing together the elements, like we’re trying to rein in 
the chaos of racism and disparity, teaching the importance of service when we struggle to 
believe in it ourselves. The reality is that our role is not to fix or change or get rid of something, 
but simply to say yes. Yes, we will try to make a difference. Yes, we will help. Yes, we will push 
ourselves to be better and hope for the same in the world around us. 
 

It is a very simple word. Three letters. Your turn. Go for it. 
 
Kou Vang is a second term NCCAP AmeriCorps member. She graduated from UW-Madison in 
2012 with a BA in Japanese and a BA in Asian studies. “Through AmeriCorps, I have 
discovered the joys and challenges of being a teacher and feel privileged to have such a strong 
team to support me.” 
 

 

Saying Goodbye 
Michelle Welnetz 

NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater Wausau Area 
Wausau School District / Wausau Area Montessori Charter School 

7th U.S Congressional District 
85th State Assembly District 

29th State Senate District 
 

You were all eager and a little scared on your first day 
Maybe even sad, but not when you got to play. 
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You learned many new things and found lots of things to do, 
you made new friends, many that are true blue. 
 
I watched you learn and grow 
and change from day to day. 
I hope that all the things we've done 
have helped you in some way. 
 
Remember all the fun that we had 
and all the things that we did, 
but most of all please remember- 
that you are all very special kids. 

 
Michelle is currently serving in her second term with the NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater 
Wausau Area. She has two beautiful children, Autumn and Nate. 

 

 
Being a Helping Hand 

Khamsee Xiong 
NCCAP AmeriCorps Team - Greater Wausau Area 

Wausau School District / Rib Mountain Elementary School 
7th U.S. Congressional District 

85th State Assembly District 
29th State Senate District 

 
I have been an AmeriCorps member since February of this year, and my experience thus far 
has been a great one. I have always enjoyed being there for others and helping them in any 
way I can. I feel that when you help others, you open the door in so many ways for them and 
their future. Being a role model for the younger ones has always been something I really enjoy 
being and doing. It motivated them to someday be the same as me and step out there to help 
the community in any way possible. I have been given the opportunity to help and assist 
teachers and students at an elementary school. They have been the most welcoming group of 
staff and students. I enjoy every day of going in different classrooms and being a helping hand 
to the kids in need of help. The ages range from 6 to 9 years old, and each one willing to accept 
my help, and motivated to further their learning skills. I have felt that with my help, kids are 
improving and asking for more help when needed. They open up more too when you get to 
know them and they get to know you in return. I have always wanted to be a helper to young 
kids since I want everyone to grow up knowing that having an education is very important. 
Although each day is different, I will go forward knowing that I will make a difference in 
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someone’s life or day. I will continue to be a hard worker, a great role model for other, and 
continue to serve my community in many more ways. 
 
Khamsee is currently serving in his first term with the NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater 
Wausau Area. 
 

 

Impact 
Kathi Zoern 

NCAAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater Wausau Area 
NAOMI 

7th U.S. Congressional District 
85th Assembly District 

29th State Senate District 
 

AmeriCorps, AmeriCorps that is who we are, 
We impact our students become a shining star. 
Reading, writing and lessons go far, 
Opportunities for learning just open the jar. 
 
Wausau, Wisconsin and all fifty states, 
AmeriCorps impact is really great. 
Employment, enjoyment, and leadership development too, 
So many opportunities for learning just don’t know what to do. 
 
We care and share about our community and schools, 
AmeriCorps offer members so many tools. 
AmeriCorps membership young and old is cool, 
Learning and growing just part of the pool. 
 
Food drives, highway clean-up, and making holiday cards are just a few, 
AmeriCorps membership is a great crew. 
The smiling faces and hugs are a great jewel, 
The many expressions of thank you are part of needlework of crewel. 
 
Our impact is measured by everyone’s part, 
We open the doors and everyone’s heart. 
So many opportunities yet to unfold, 
The many memories, stories equal silver and gold. 
 
Its teamwork and friendship are just a part, 
The benefits from AmeriCorps are just a start. 
Our experience will have an everlasting place in our hearts, 
So development and learning can do their part. 
 
AmeriCorps service is right from the start, 
We impact our communities and their hearts. 
We helped the community over the stifle, 
AmeriCorps service to humanity is the best part of life. 
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Kathi is currently serving in her first term with the NCCAP AmeriCorps Team – Greater Wausau 
Area. 
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Public Allies Milwaukee 
 

  
 

Public Allies' mission is to advance new leadership to strengthen communities, nonprofits 

and civic participation. Public Allies is changing the face and practice of leadership in 

communities across the country by demonstrating our conviction that everyone can lead, and 

that lasting social change results when citizens of all backgrounds step up, take 

responsibility, and work together.  
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Empathy not Sympathy 
Aaron Arteaga 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
NAMI of Greater Milwaukee 

Wisconsin’s 7th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 
3rd State Senate District 

 
 “Look at that schizophrenic, he’s not right...” 
  the older man continued, 
  “he’s crazy.” 
Reframing the way we think 
  or were thought to think. 
“Look at that bum.” 
Stigma is prevalent. 
They come lost, 
  unsure, 
  dismissed, 
  overlooked, 
  hidden. 
But today they are calling. “I found this flyer and I want some help,” said the broken voice on the 
other end of the phone line. 
I continue the conversation seeking 
  their history 
  their diagnosis 
  their trust. 
He wants to feel safe. 
“Connections are for individuals living with mental illness,” I continue, “it might be a good 
starting point.” 
It’s the small things, 
  Like your tone of voice, 
  so they won’t hang up. 
He continues seeking 
  help, 
  sympathy, 
  while embracing the challenges to improve performance. 
“You are not a burden,” is the line I’ve said inside countless nursing homes, churches, colleges. 
Real stories to deal 
  and heal, 
  ...of recovery. 
They are not patients, nor clients, nor customers–they are people. 
Living. 
  
Aaron is a first generation college student that is completing a degree in community 
engagement and education. He’s a Public Allies Fellow working towards social change in his 
hometown of Milwaukee.  

 
  



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

Continuously Learning 
Amanda A. Avalos 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
City of Milwaukee Health Department 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 19 

State Senate District 7 
  
When I applied to continue my Public Allies journey as a second-year Fellow, I imagined myself 
continuing to work in the same networks and to continue practicing for the same goals that I 
developed as a first-year Ally. One of the magical things about being open to learning in the 
Public Allies space is not knowing where knowledge and experience would take me. Being a 
Public Allies Fellow has given me more opportunities for personal and professional growth than 
I had imagined. Not only have my responsibilities and expectations increased from my 
supervisors and managers, but my own goals and expectations have also grown. Gratefully, I 
was able to continue my work focus on the public health issue of infant mortality as I 
transitioned from being a Public Ally at a non-profit organization to a Fellow at the city health 
department. 
   
Part of my role as a Fellow in the Family and Community Health Division at the Milwaukee 
Health Department is to conduct a SWOT analysis of the Latino community in Milwaukee 
around the topic of infant mortality. I am doing this through a series of focus groups where I 
recruit and gather Latino community members (leaders, parents, interested participants) and I 
document what they have to say about their own community and what it needs. I am grateful to 
be in such a unique position where I can mobilize and formally record the voice of the 
community to speak for them. I will be publishing a final report of what the people are asking for 
and the document will help better serve Milwaukee and strive for health equity. 
   
Another part of my role as a program assistant is to create a grassroots strategy for expanding 
the Safe Sleep Community Partnership Program. This direct contact approach is new to my 
professional experience and I am learning about the process of building power and finding 
public health solutions by simply talking with community members. It is both a humbling and 
exciting experience for me because I am learning firsthand and will carry these lessons learned 
into my next step in academia. 
  
I have grown significantly throughout this process of being a Public Allies Fellow and every day 
gives me clearer vision around my passion for aligning social justice with public health. Public 
Allies has given me the path to discover this passion deeper and has allowed me spaces to 
reflect and build myself and my network to move on to my next step – graduate school. I want to 
earn my master’s degree in public health and work for health equity. Working at the Milwaukee 
Health Department office located within the UWM Zilber School of Public Health has allowed me 
direct contact with those who can help me reach my next goal of being accepted into the School 
of Public Health. Being a Public Allies Fellow has allowed me challenging space to grow as a 
person and strong member of our community who is continuously preparing to work for justice 
and equity in our world. 

  
Amanda A. Avalos is serving her second year as a Public Allies Fellow with the Milwaukee 
Health Department, having previously served as a first-year Ally at the United Way of Greater 
Milwaukee. She is a graduate from Marquette University and plans on pursuing a master’s 
degree in public health upon graduation.  
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In the Office 
Ben Barker 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
Boys and Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 

US Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
  

New and alone, I wandered around the office trying to find the way back to my temporary desk. 
The bathroom was just down the stairs and around the corner, but my nerves eclipsed any 
sense of basic navigation. My “business casual” felt awkward and obviously from the thrift store. 
For fear of getting names wrong, I hardly spoke to anyone. Fear and doubt flooded my senses. 
What was I doing there? 
  
I like to think of myself as adaptable and personal, but I could never have anticipated the feeling 
of being a small-town activist plopped in a big-city major non-profit. This shock is precisely what 
I needed to grow beyond and is precisely what now allows me to better serve my new 
community. I learned how to meet people who daily serve thousands of kids and, somehow, 
offer them something and collaborate together. I learned how to navigate the city and identify 
assets, all while understanding that there is much work to be done. 
  
The Boys and Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee is the oldest and largest youth-serving 
organization in the city and it has been my privilege to lend my skills towards its efforts. While 
the sense of intimidation has worn away, the sense of honor I feel has not. 

  
Ben grew up just north of Milwaukee in West Bend, WI. For 10 of Ben’s 22 years in this world 
he’s nurtured a passion for social justice, do-it-yourself culture, and community-building. 

 

 

Stress 
Devonte Bonds 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
Neu-life Community Center 

Wisconsin's 1st Congressional District 
19th State Assembly District 

7th State Senate District 
  

My alarm goes off at 6am. on a Friday morning. I only had about five hours of sleep that night 
that wasn’t even consistent due to insomnia. Now I’m awake getting ready for Friday training 
and while in the shower I’m thinking to myself, why am I up doing this? What is the purpose? 
Then I remembered everything that I went through to get to where I am today. I have to remind 
myself about everything and everyone that I have lost that influenced me to do the work that I 
am doing. I wonder what if both of my little brothers were never killed before they got to see the 
age of 3? What if I never grew up in poverty? What if I never experienced and seen the death of 
youth in the city? Would I really be doing the line of work right now? For a man that grew up in 
poverty, money was very important. So it would only seem right that my choice of career would 
be based off of an annual salary rather than a monthly stipend. But life has a crazy way of 
calling people to do things for a reason. After the death of my little brothers and a good friend of 
mine I knew that youth work was really what I wanted to do as a career. The only thing about 
youth work and working for a non-profit organization is financial stability. Someone told me that 
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if you're in youth work for the money then you will be heartbroken in the end. I work hard 
educating the youth in the City of Milwaukee, but how do I deal with this stress? I’m stressed 
because I spend my day caring about youth more than I care about myself or more than they 
care about themselves. Then I always find myself thinking of what got me in to youth work. It 
was the death my little two little brothers that pushed me to create change in the youth in 
America. It was a decision I made at the age of 17 to pursue my dream of criminal justice or 
begin working with youth. I love the decision that I made because the work that I do helped 
changed me as a person for the better. I use to be one of them. A young teen mad at the world 
for trying to preach to me about life and decisions and the other stuff in between. But look at 
where it has gotten me. I lived to see the age of 23, which most black men don’t. So please 
forgive me for waking up mad and stressed. 
  
Devonte has worked in youth work for six years at the Neu-life Community Center and loves 
doing community work to make change.  

 

 

Northwest Impact 
Teresa Marie Cano 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
Northwest Side Community Development Corporation 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

I woke up early and refreshed. It was a Sunday morning, sunny and well accompanied with the 
fresh crisp winter wind that Milwaukee so dearly holds on to. I was to be heading into the office 
today. Asked to give a tour of Northwest Side Community Development Corp.’s surrounding 
neighborhoods, a tour bus of young professionals would be arriving before 11 am. It was now 
my turn to show my staff how much I connected with our surrounding neighborhoods. It was my 
turn to show these young professionals how vital it has been for me to follow my journey. Even 
more importantly, it was now my turn to let this group of young professionals know just how 
important it is for them to understand the history of the Northwest side of Milwaukee and how 
they can be a part of reviving it. I get off the bus and head into the lobby. I approach the lobby 
with a smile. The man in charge of the front reception desk had never seen me before. I said 
hello and continued to swipe my pass. Taken by surprise, I found myself flinching at the tone 
that this man regarded me with. He seemed quite frustrated, telling me I needed to sign in on 
the guest sheet. I looked at him startled and smiled again. This time I knew I had a sharp glare 
in my eye. "Sir, I am sorry I should have introduced myself. I am Teresa Cano, I work on the 7th 
floor of this building with NWSCDC. We have a large tour strolling through in about 20 minutes.” 
He looks at me and my out stretched hand. He cuts me off, yells at me to sign the sheet and 
pushes it in my direction. I signed it. All was well after the tour. After guiding some of the last 
guests out, I was approached by my Executive Director. “You really nailed it.” This came from a 
man of few words. I was thrilled.  
 
Leaving for the day, I approached the desk and quickly went to the sign in sheet. Before I 
finished, I heard the man clear his throat. “Ms. Teresa, would you help? I need home. I am 
looking on south side, but need help to afford. You think you could point me in right direction?” 
My face softened and I smiled at the man. Hours before I wanted to cut him down with my sharp 
tongue. I was glad I didn’t. He began to tell me about how he loved what he heard during my 
tour and that he knew I could help him when the groups of people leaving left nothing but 
positive comment cards. He said he knew I loved my job. At that moment I knew that the tour 
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was a symbol of how I have grown within my position, but this moment was an example of how 
my service continued to make an impact. 
 
A true communicator at heart, Teresa finds passion in connecting with people through the 
visual. She has manifested a career path between the points at which design, facilitation, and 
marketing connect. It has been her life goal to wholly trust in who she is and what she is 
capable of. This means trusting in her ability to serve others from a place without ego. 

 

 

AmeriCorps Save My Life 
Patrick Carpenter 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
Feeding America Eastern Wisconsin 
Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 

16th State Assembly District 
6th State Senate District 

  
In retrospect, I came into National Service with an overwhelming amount of ignorance as to how 
much this movement of ours would influence me as a person and the lifestyle choices I will be 
pursuing upon the completion of my time with AmeriCorps. If I’m being blunt and honest with 
myself, I came to serve the city of Milwaukee out of some form of Messiah-complex. Not that I 
was truly so self-absorbed and arrogant as to think of myself in such terms but rather, I’ve come 
to realize, with a very real, subconscious assumption that the “answers” were to be found 
amongst the academia, the establishment, the wealthy willing to help out. That is to say viewing 
this city and its people as lacking some necessary trait, information, willingness, or power that 
would enable them to self-actualize and dismantle the cycles of poverty and depression 
currently afflicting Milwaukee. 
  
The truth, as I’ve come to understand it through my experiences serving, is one of a different 
nature entirely. These communities need no empowerment (to give power or authority to) from 
me or any other person. They possess every conceivably necessary amount of power required 
to change the quality of their city and lives. The work which lies ahead of us is instead that of 
teaching people to realize their own power and agency. Such a realization would finally allow for 
the organization of a social movement to demand the removal of barriers and the building of 
bridges to prosperity. 
  
My time as a City Year Corps Member taught me this lesson clearly. While I was a City Year at 
South Division High School on Milwaukee’s South Side my students were some of the most 
impactful teachers I’ve ever had. When they realized I truly believed in them as a person and 
their potential there was a noticeable change in their determination. All the progress my 
students were able to make was because they had realized their own power, I was but a small 
factor pointing them in the right direction, they were the catalyst for their own change. 
Similarly I witnessed the power of individuals realizing their own agency in my work with Public 
Allies at Feeding America Eastern Wisconsin. Cultural values and togetherness as an 
organization, as a team fighting together against hunger hadn’t previously been a focus. When 
our president retired and her replacement took over the helm this was something I made a point 
to address. I put together a questionnaire for the entire staff which made it apparent that their 
input would be truly taken into account for plan purposes and perhaps more importantly that we 
believed it valuable and necessary that the whole FAEW community contribute to its growth and 
culture. 
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As I move on with my life after my AmeriCorps term I have forever changed my perspective 
about what it is to be an effective and truly community minded leader. I believe change will only 
come when people take ownership of that change for themselves. 

 
Patrick Carpenter is a Public Ally currently placed at Feeding America Eastern Wisconsin as the 
Retail Relations Associate. His responsibilities there revolve around building relationships with 
retail associates and managers to increase their buy in, knowledge of what food can be 
donated, and build/share out best practices for effective execution of the model. After his 
completion of Public Allies, Patrick intends to enroll at Eastern University as a member of their 
Adult Undergraduate Program seeking a bachelor’s degree in Organizational Leadership.  

 

 

A Revelation on Education 
Emiliano Corbett-Soza 
Public Allies Milwaukee 

Urban Underground 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 17 

State Senate District 6 
  

The fulfilling year of Public Allies I am taking part in yields many challenges as well as rewards. 
Throughout the process of the great opportunity to educate young members of the community 
on systems of oppression in their society, witnessing interesting conversations becomes 
common. Workshops on these topics take place at different locations including the Urban 
Underground space, Transition High School, and at a myriad of other events that occur 
throughout Milwaukee. In my experience I have come to realize that, although what many may 
believe, when young people get exposed to complex issues in their communities (ie. the school 
to prison pipeline, racism, sexism, etc.) they come to the table with many insightful things to add 
to the conversation based off of their experiences and understanding of society. Viewing these 
hopeful moments in discussions inspires and motivates me to continue empowering youth 
enthusiastically. The give and take of education, a simple yet not broadly applied concept, 
serves as one of the more powerful revelations of my program year experience. 
  
Emiliano is a first year Americorps member. He is interested in pursuing a fellowship with Public 
Allies. His hobbies include playing the guitar and Clash of Clans. 
 

 
Branden DuPont 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Veterans Treatment Initiative Court - Justicepoint 

4th Congressional District 
State Assembly District 19 

State Senate District 7 
  

To collect data 
Query. Analyze. Report. 
Research beforehand 

  
Upon entering into my placement I understood that the Veteran's Treatment Initiative Court 
needed a management information system (MIS). Currently, a minimal amount of data was 
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being tracked. The manner it was being tracked occurred in isolation from each of the court's 
stakeholders. As a result, this data did not exist in any central location that was easily analyzed 
or reported. I resolved to create a MIS within Microsoft Access to address this capacity gap. 
Prior to investing my own time and energy into the development of the system, I researched 
whether any other problem-solving courts had done what I intended to do and found that they 
had. It was in a likely place: Buffalo Unified Court system, where the first Veterans Court was 
developed. As the MIS was developed with federal funds, use of it is free and open to the 
public. 
  

After finding the Management Information System (MIS) from the Buffalo Unified Court system 
that I could use for the Veteran's Treatment Court, I began the process of getting access. 
Unfortunately, the MIS system had been used for financial gain in the past and so before 
disbursement a judge had to send an official request to American University. I coordinated all 
parties involved and within a week had received notification from American University that the 
Milwaukee Veteran's Court had been approved and would receive the MIS in the mail. Several 
weeks later I officially received the MIS in the mail. I immediately set up the program on my 
work computer and began the lengthy process of inputting data. 
  
Through this experience, I discovered a fully developed management information system I could 
implement into the Veteran's Treatment Court. It drives home the idea that proactive research 
can reduce wasted time and produce a better product. Also it made me realize the importance 
of a coordinator position. In a complex, program like the VTI, individual service providers and 
stakeholders don't make or aren't aware of process improvements that could make the program 
more effective and efficient. 
 
Branden is a native Wisconsinite, who grew up in Washington County. He graduated Magna 
Cum Laude from the University of Wisconsin Milwaukee with a degree in political science, a 
minor in economics, and an emphasis in law. He’s committed to promoting data-driven and 
evidenced based programs and policies within the criminal justice system. 
 

 

Unexpected Beauty 
Julianne Frey 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
United Neighborhood Centers of Milwaukee 

4th U.S. Congressional District 
Wisconsin Assembly District 19 

State Senate District 7 
  

I never thought I would have had such an experience as what I have thus far with being in 
Public Allies in Milwaukee. I have been faced with many challenges throughout this process but 
all have been to make me stronger in what I currently do at the United Neighborhood Centers of 
Milwaukee. 
  
I started in another placement with another organization I will keep anonymous at this point; 
however, the experience of being out of work for a month - after my supervisor’s husband was 
hit by a car and my supervisor could no longer supervise me well enough – really made me 
value what I do now in the youth jobs programs at the United Neighborhood Centers of 
Milwaukee (UNCOM) as Program Support Specialist. 
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One particular instance where I feel I have made an impact is through a connection I made at a 
Trauma – Informed Care Training event put on and put together by UNCOM and SaintA’s. I 
learned a little bit more about what may be going through youths’ minds when in the foster care 
system and after, as one of our youth jobs programs is focused on youth aging or aged out of 
foster care. I do not admit to be able to completely relate, but I empathize to what has happened 
in my family with trauma that I had not admitted still affected me. 
  
In the training, I was connected to a man who is a manager over at Dry Hootch coffee shop and 
Veterans resource center, a commonly overlooked location but very cute and very necessary. I 
continued the connection in my passion for continuing connections, not knowing that months 
later, a youth would walk through our door for the Transform Milwaukee Jobs Foster Care 
program who would fit like a glove if we established a relationship and agreement of subsidized 
work experience with Dry Hootch. This ended up happening through my “polite persistence” as I 
like to put it, through gentle reminders here and there, knowing how busy society as a whole is. 
Before this youth stepped in our doors, we confirmed interest from Dry Hootch, and we are now 
placing the youth who wants to work with people to help them better themselves after similar 
traumatic experiences or even the relations of trauma of all types, with a place that embraces 
those with trauma with open arms. Jesse finished his training and starts officially this coming 
Monday at Dry Hootch, and I believe it was meant to happen in such an awesome transition as 
this. I am thankful for my part in this process. 

  
Julianne Frey lives in Milwaukee having graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Parkside in 
Kenosha, Wisconsin, with a degree in Music with Vocal Performance Concentration, with a 
passion for connecting/networking and outreach and coordination as well as performing and 
supporting the arts and peoples’ passions. 

 

 
Adam Haggerty 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
Great Lakes Hemophilia Organization 

U.S. Congressional 4th District 
State Assembly 19th District 

State Senate 7th District 
  

I am a Fellow, a second year ally. I am serving at the same partner organization, expanding the 
capacity of the camp I helped to establish in my first year. When I started this fall, one of the first 
events we had coming up related to camp was Family Camp. At Family Camp, families get a 
chance to try the overnight experience as they are trying to decide if summer camp is right for 
their child. Many families have a hard time sending their child to camp for the first time; they can 
be nervous and fearful about leaving their child to be on their own. This is more intense for the 
families I serve who have children living with a bleeding disorder, where the severity of 
accidents can be much greater. At the start of the weekend, I recall one family in particular. 
They were new to the community, having not really being involved in our organizations’ 
programming yet. They have two sons, and the youngest lives with a bleeding disorder. When I 
met him, he was very shy, and really wasn’t into the whole camping thing. He definitely didn’t 
want to go to summer camp. Over the weekend, I saw him canoe with his family, get to try some 
outdoor activities he never tried before, and play with other children who had bleeding disorders. 
He didn’t want to leave at the end, and was very adamant that he would be back this summer. 
His family also felt welcomed and safe, and I think we offered them some comfort that their son 
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and family had community to be with. Although I do many things to make experiences like this 
happen at my placement, this outcome is at the core of both my work, and my impact. 
 

My service with my program, Public Allies, has both been challenging and rewarding in ways I 
did not anticipate. The growth I experienced as a first year ally both professionally and 
personally was monumental, but the way I’m being engaged this year is paradigm shifting. As a 
fellow, I take a more of a leadership role in the program, being able to plan, organize, and lead 
service day activities and some select trainings. This invested confidence in my abilities and the 
chance to exercise these skills has allowed me to grow as a facilitator and organizer, expanding 
my capacities for the future. Last year I was grounded into my core motivations, and this year I 
have been able to use my skills to affect these motivations, as well as move to further expand 
them into the future.  
 

Adam is a Milwaukee native, born and raised by two mothers on Milwaukee's south side. He 
studied psychology at UW-Milwaukee where he graduated as a first generation college student. 
He has a passion for social justice, a well-honed skill of active listening, and teaches water 
aerobics in his free time. 
 

 

Dakota Hall 
Public Allies Milwaukee 

Highland Community School 
4th U.S. Congressional District 
19th State Assembly District 

7th State Senate District 
 

Through the Public Ally core values of collaboration, continuous learning, diversity and 
inclusion, focusing on assets, and integrity, I am progressing in my leadership to strengthen 
communities, nonprofits, and civic participation through my service at the Highland Community 
School. The Public Ally motto is trust the process, the same process that I have seen help me 
grow as a person, and a professional, through my placement at the Highland Community 
School. Through this position I fully expect to enhance my knowledge of community asset 
development and collaborative community efforts. 
 
The process that has helped me find inspiration in my service includes my work in helping bring 
resources, partnerships, and alumni to assist with the advancement of growth and learning of 
the students and families in which the school serves. To know that resources are there and just 
need to be exposed instead of not being there at all brings new joy into my life. 

Through my term of service the impact of the work has been encouraging and progressively 
constructive for my continual growth. Through the active collaboration of nearby organizations 
on community events, as well as, focusing on assets with local community centers and resource 
centers has increased the potential capacity of the school, the students & families, and our 
community. 

To know that students are being enriched and invested into due to my service is truly an honor. 

Dakota was born and raised in Milwaukee, where he currently resides. He has great interest in 
being a part of the change of societal norms that have plagued his communities. He plans to 
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use the skills and knowledge he gains from this term of service to help communities maximize 
their potential to create change. 

 

 
Tiffany Hardaway 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Area Time Exchange 

US Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

My brother started to change right before me. I couldn't recognize him anymore. He went from 
pretty happy overall to very irritable and distraught. He started to do weird things around the 
house like stuffing the vents with clothes, putting knives under his pillow or taking off the vent 
covers around the house. We become very concerned for his and our safety. He ran away 
suddenly one night. We frantically looked around to find him. I went into a gas station to ask 
them have they seen my brother. They said they had seen him and someone had called the 
police on him because he was acting really strange. We went to the police station and somehow 
we found out the hospital he went to. A doctor brought him in and explained to us that he has 
signs of being Schizophrenia. We were really sad but happy that he was alive. My brother has 
always had a hard life. He has a learning disability as well. I knew that besides my small family 
he doesn't have a lot of support and low cost resources to turn to for help. 
 
I went to Potawatomi job fair to find a second job. I met Alisha, a Program Manager with Public 
Allies, and she explained Public Allies and told me I should go apply. I wanted to join even more 
because of her enthusiasm and passion. It sounded like awesome program. I went to apply and 
it was a very long process. I think what attracted me to Public Allies was the aspect of affecting 
people's lives positively. 
 
I got placed for the position at Milwaukee Area Time Exchange. I was excited because I knew I 
could potentially help a lot of people that have mental illnesses like my brother. I have worked 
with a lot of members with disabilities since I have been in my program. They say they feel 
useful and feel that have something valuable to contribute. There is one member in particular I 
remember that said she had contemplated suicide because she felt invisible because she has a 
disability. She said being a part of a program that highlights her skills and connects her to 
people that value what she does has been very helpful. She feels valued and not as isolated as 
she once was. Those things are reminders that the work I am doing is important. A lady that has 
Schizophrenia had joined the program. One of her neighbors said she needs a lot of help that 
she cannot give. I suggested that I talk to her about what organization I work with. I met the lady 
and told her that we are a program that is made up of neighbors that exchange skills and 
services for free. She was interested and joined. She needed so much help in her home, 
companionship, laundry and errands. We connected her to a lady in the program that takes care 
of the elderly. She now goes over there at least once week to spend time with her and help her. 
I see the great impact the organization has had on many lives. I am committed to helping as 
many people with disabilities as I can. I am so passionate about affecting lives because of my 
brother. I will be the voice for those who have lost theirs. 
 
Tiffany Hardaway has gone to college and has taken some general classes. She plans to go 
back to school after Public Allies to pursue a degree in social work. 
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Helper 
Javon Hill 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
United Way of Greater Milwaukee/Waukesha County 

4th U.S. Congressional District 
4th state Senate District 

10th state Assembly District 
  
My journey as an individual has been a wonderful experience. I’ve changed so much 
professionally and personally. I am placed at United Way Greater Milwaukee & Waukesha 
County; so far it has been an amazing journey. Being part of Public Allies Milwaukee helps with 
spreading community and love. It wasn’t long ago I was confused and distracted by my 
surroundings. I was just floating by without cares or worries. I struggled with direction where I 
wanted to go and the things I wanted to do. I was the kid with great potential but was too shy to 
use it. I’ve been pushing myself out of my comfort zone and creating more engagement that 
involves me talking in front of others. 

  
My backbone is strong 
Keeping me grounded and firm 
Looking beyond myself to find others 
Looking to help others 
Looking to demonstrate self-power, encourage, teach, hope, and love 
Looking to spread positivity 
Hoping just hoping 
I can change someone’s life for the better 

  
Javon Hill is an insightful young leader devoted to spreading positivity and wisdom to everyone 
in the world. 
 

 

Finding a Path through Service and Experiential Learning 
 Lyanne Jordan 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
Outlet: Plugging People In 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 22 

State Senate District 8 
  

I value being able to learn from multiple sources and through various mediums. At my 
placement, students have various opportunities to learn more about themselves, think critically 
about their service, and use that knowledge and experience to propel them towards a career. In 
today’s society where college admissions and entry level jobs are more competitive than ever 
before, I’m honored to help underserved youth develop an advantage and a clearer perspective 
on their passions, skills, and capabilities. Our student members, many of whom receive free or 
reduced lunch, are immersed in diverse experiences within and outside of their communities 
that allows them to change their narrative. I’ve witnessed students who don’t believe in 
themselves and don’t think that they are capable of creating change for their communities 
rewrite that defeated narrative as they step outside of their comfort zone. Being able to help 
students realize their power and potential has been an honor and is the type of work I’m 
interested in committing myself to for the long term. Unlike other organizations, through Outlet 
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I’ve been able to serve as a resource to whichever direction a student desires to move in. 
Whether that be college, a trade school, the work force, or an internship or apprenticeship. 
Providing students with a wide array of experience to be able to make the best option for them 
is something I wish I had at their age, and it has been an invaluable opportunity that I’m glad to 
have been a part of. 

  
Lyanne Jordan is a Kenyan immigrant passionate about sustainability, experience based 
learning, social justice, and elevating the developing world through storytelling. She’s a self-
directed learner, entrepreneur, and social advocate intent on demanding integrity in the social 
justice arena.  
 

 

The Give-Back Speech 
Diallo Mayo 

Strengthening African-American Families/Fatherhood and Male Engagement 
United Way of Greater Milwaukee & Waukesha County 

Wisconsin's 4th congressional district 
16th Assembly District 

4th State Senate District 
 
Continuous learning; a trending topic in this thing we call life. I believe this is only 50% of the 
equation to sustainable living through information and knowledge. As quick as we are to 
continuously learn, we should be just as quick to continuously teach. This is my GIVE-BACK. 
My passion to see our future doctors, lawyers, politicians, game designers, photographers, and 
chefs, apply themselves in a manner that is beneficial to their future. This is my drive to GIVE-
BACK. I can’t make you drink when we get to the fountain, but I can lead you there. 
 
I feel giving back to our youth is the biggest investment we can make in this day and age. 
Growing up, the mentality of most youth my age was consumed by the thought of being socially 
accepted. Adding to that we didn't have many avenues to express ourselves, and the older 
generation could easily say we were not taking the full advantage of our time here on this earth. 
With a desire to see our youth excel and exceed expectations, a sense of urgency to change 
the direction of our youth mindset was deeply embedded in my thoughts. 
 

So why is our youth so important? Youth is our BIGGEST asset. Since they are young, not only 
can they have a dream, but they are also blessed with valuable time and a lot of energy and 
passion to make it come true. "We cannot build the future for our youth," as American President 
Roosevelt once said, "but we can build our youth for the future." To build our youth for the 
future, we can not only push them to work hard at their studies, but encourage them to grasp 
every possible opportunity to improve their abilities in all aspects in order to achieve their 
dreams one day. I believe this is equally important in cultivating success. 
 
I will continue to do my best in making full use of my time on this earth to empower our youth. I 
believe a beautiful life is waiting for each and everyone one of our youth. Be great! 
 
Diallo Mayo is serving his first term with AmeriCorps, with a focus at his placement site of male 
and youth engagement in families and communities.  
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Nick Montezon 
Public Allies Milwaukee 

All Hands Boatworks 
Congressional District 4 

State Assembly District 19 
State Senate District7 

 

This is a story about an interaction I had with a student. It is toward the end of a class, and we 
are attaching frames to the side of the boat using particularly long nails. The student was having 
trouble sinking the nails in the boat – they kept bending and breaking. After breaking three or 
four nails, she became discouraged. She said she couldn't do it and that she was breaking the 
boat. I just continued to pull out the bent nails and gave her new ones. After more than 20 
broken nails, we were able to attach all of the frames, and she was able to swing a hammer with 
force and confidence. She had started our class having no experience or skill, but over the 
course of 15-20 minutes she discovered a new way she could be successful and she began to 
reimagine her expectations of herself. When we started working and she became frustrated, I 
started to tell her a story to encourage her, and as I told the story I began to understand the 
narrative as well. I began to tell her that the whole point of our boat building program was to hit 
a nail with a hammer, bend it, break it and pull it out, then try and hit it in again; that we wanted 
students to try something that is challenging, to make mistakes, and then to learn and continue 
trying; that there's nothing you can't build or learn if you are willing to keep trying, keep making 
mistakes, and not be discouraged by your mistakes. One of the larger lessons I've learned in 
the past three or four years is this paradox that failure is crucial to success. And this reinforced 
the idea that mistakes are an inherent part of learning something new and worthwhile. 
 

Nick Montezon is an artisan of ecological evolution, creating pathways to transform industrial 
cities into living cities. 

 

 

The Willionaire 
Britney Morgan 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
United Way of Greater Milwaukee & Waukesha County 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
  
The desire to change the world and actually doing so 
Are two completely different things 
And throughout my life, I will encounter millionaires and billionaires 
Engaging me in conversation over how their contributions 
Saved many programs and helped to sustain communities 
Then, I think back on me 
And how my ends keep me foot out of poverty 
Bringing home change in efforts to make change 
Giving my all in my work, but was left feeling the same 
Does servicing my life away avail to elevated pay grade? 
But, I was soon questioned in my own service, by a man who came to deliver a message 
He asked, “Where are the Willionaires?” 
Those who are truly willing to stick this work out 
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No matter how tough it gets 
When it feels better to just give in 
When progression seems slow moving 
And the funds are no more 
When the population grows 
But the resources are low 
And societal woes 
Leaves nothing but optimistic low blows 
If the social change is never televised 
Am I satisfied with how I served with my life 
That question, positioned me into contemplation 
Have I been a willionaire all of this time, or just living a lie? 
Those words resonated with me 
As I stood in a room full of power and authority 
Mentors, former supervisors, and those I served with in the community 
A pause came over me 
The way I view these agents of change, are exactly how they view me! 
The lack of money doesn’t count me out 
Because the resources are in me 
I’m an asset and the access 
And I all I need is confidence to operate with my common sense 
I’m fortunate for this place I’m in 
My willingness positions me to win 
Because to change means to never give up 
And as an Ally, I’m a movement 
Some days, I’m spent 
Wondering if Milwaukee will ever be seen as more than desolate 
But I’ll continue to give my very best 
Because every day, I see the glory of my city manifest 
And in my heart I know that inside us all lives a willionaire. 
  
This is Britney Morgan’s first year serving with Americorps. She’s a spoken-word artist and 
plans on becoming a certified life coach. 
 

 

You’re Worthy of More 
Rachel Niemann 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
WISE – Wisconsin Initiative for Stigma Elimination 

4th Congressional District 
19th State Assembly District 

7th State Senate District 
 

Not a day went by that the thoughts didn’t come to me. I remember the first cycle I had with it, 
when it caught up to me. I stayed in my dorm room for two months, leaving only to use the 
bathroom and occasionally trudge to the dining hall a couple times a week to poke at cold eggs 
with cholula sauce. I watched the entirety of Six Feet Under twice. I did elaborate character 
sketches for a children’s book that I still haven’t written. I was suffocating under a crushing 
ocean. 
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That was five years before Public Allies. Fast forward a few years. I moved from being out-of-
control to managing a life of quiet desperation. From the outside, things looked good. I was back 
in college, finishing my degree, and consistently making the dean’s honor list, while also 
working full time. I thought that’s what it meant to be doing well – impressing others with your 
work ethic. Using accomplishment to show the world you’re worthy. But inside I was still dying. I 
thought, “This is as good as it will ever get.” 
 
Now, on to Public Allies. As soon as I saw the placement of WISE, I knew I had to get it. I 
wanted it because I saw the devastating effects that unmanaged mental health conditions had 
had on my loved ones and I wanted to make a difference. But I didn’t yet realize how I, too, 
would be helped. 
 
I am now in my second year of service, and, cliché as it sounds, I’ve realized that change 
begins in yourself. For the first time in my life, I am learning to live – To really live. I am learning 
to plan for my life goals and to find fulfilment in existence. 
 
I’m humbled by the amount of people who have opened up to me as a result of the work I do in 
mental health. People have told me countless times that I helped them find courage to deal with 
their own challenges. Friends and community members have asked for assistance in seeking 
services, and I’ve been able to help them navigate that process. I’ve also heard on many 
occasions that the community presentations I give for WISE have helped people better 
understand how to support their friends, family, and community members. 
 
My experience in Public Allies has taught me a lot of valuable professional skills. It has 
introduced me to people of all walks and allowed me to serve my community. But the most 
important thing it’s taught me is that I am capable of more than just gasping for sustenance, and 
that as I walk further and further down my own path of healing, I can take that many more 
people with me. No matter where I end up in the future, I carry this with me. 
 
Rachel Niemann is serving with Public Allies Milwaukee for a second year as a program 
specialist for WISE. She is an aspiring ESL teacher, and loves learning, gardening, cooking, 
and biking. She also plays piano and sings with the Milwaukee Symphony Chorus in her spare 
time.  
 

 

The Reward is in the Struggle, and Still, I am Tired 
Carla Pena 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
The Milwaukee LGBT Community Center 

4th Congressional District 
20th Wisconsin State Assembly District 

7th Wisconsin State Senate District 
  

I can’t seem to find the reasons but 
Something’s just not quite right 
I don’t have the desire to act, to change things 
Bitterly melancholic, heavy hearted, moody and brutish 
All at once 
I am tired. Simply put. 
And I haven't even gotten started. 
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...In the days after I had quite a lot of introspection and 
I came to realize that not every youth I see come through those doors is at a place for me to 
help... 
 
I don’t want to be clever or poetic, just honest. 
Though, even my candor falls short of what I expect. 
I am driven to complacency and passive aggression 
I have no right to complain 
Yet 
I do that all too well 
So concerned with how I feel 
As if feeling were a means to an end 
Painfully wrought -what I perceive, conceive, believe- 
Births nothing more than 
More of the same 
 
...I cannot diffuse everyone's anger. 
Not every interaction I have will be life changing. 
Not every encounter will be positive... 
 
And I am tired. Simply put. 
And I haven't even gotten started. 
I don't mean to be witty or flowery. 
 
...Simply recognizing that every youth has different needs 
Is enough 
Even if I cannot meet those needs... 
 
And still, succinct I could never be 
As if writing were a means to an end 
Nothing changes, as if by will 
 
...Understanding that not every youth wants or 'needs' something of me 
I am not here to 'save' anyone 
Not everyone needs 'saving.' 
It is simply loving them where they're at... 
  
And still, I am tired. 

  
Carla Pena is a graduate of New York University and currently serves as program assistant at 
the Milwaukee LGBT Community Center Project Q Youth Services. 
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A Public Ally’s Alphabet 
Trenay Ratney 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
IMPACT Planning Council 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
  

I hadn’t realized when I signed up to be an Ally that my view on an entire sector would change. I 
just knew that I was Born to serve my community. The Class of 2015 embodies Diversity; a 
group of Evolving leaders, meeting every Friday to learn the skills that will enable us to make a 
difference. 
 

I have Gained a newfound respect for evaluation. Hearing the stories of so many passionate 
people is a benefit of being placed with IMPACT. I have been fortunate enough to conduct and 
annotate for multiple focus groups, attend staff trainings for a Children’s Hospital initiative, and 
lend a hand in planning a conference to encourage collaboration between city-based sectors. 
Juggling many projects simultaneously is normal at my placement, so Keeping your work 
organized is very important, as well as a willingness to Learn new skills such as conducting 
focus groups, facilitation, and Microsoft software. Milwaukee is full of Numerous programs 
Operating in the Purpose of improving our city and I am very grateful to be a part of an 
organization that assists in building their capacity. 
 
Respecting the environment that you’re conducting qualitative Research for is a characteristic 
that I have learned makes a difference in your work. You cannot Serve a community by telling 
them what they need and how you will give it to them; you must let them show you what they 
want and how to acquire it. Truthfully, the projects that I have worked with concerning youth 
have been my favorite; Understanding that they have a capacity to be leaders someday and 
investing in their spiritual, emotional and physically well-being is crucial to the future of all 
communities. 
 
When my year as a Public Ally is complete, I will be able to reflect on the various projects that I 
was involved with, but also the impact that each of those projects and persons involved had on 
me. 
  

Trenay is a first year Ally with IMPACT Planning Council. She plans to continue her education in 
psychology and pursue a career in human trafficking awareness. 

 

 

Jigsaw Puzzle 
Maleisha Reedy 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
The Parenting Network 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 19 

State Senate District 7 
 

Twist, turn... 

Reflect on lessons learned 
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Try again and then again 

Boarder lines marked to start within 

The scattered pieces 

Self-work begins 

Jig sawed edges exposed raw 

Each piece its own entity 

Link together for individual clarity 

Painted lines express heartbeats 

Come together in unity 

A rhythm that illustrates community. 

Maleisha graduated with her Bachelor of Arts degree in advertising from Marquette University. 
Inspired by the knowledge she has gained at her partner organization, Maleisha dreams of 
working with expecting and postpartum mothers to provide them with the birth experience and 
support they want and need. Maleisha aspires to pursue education in holistic and women’s 
health to support her Doula dreams. 
 

 

Finding My Voice 
Daisy Romero 

Public Allies Milwaukee AmeriCorps 
Neighborhood Improvement Development Corporation (NIDC); City of Milwaukee 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
Wisconsin State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 
I was……….. 
 
Nervous, scared, alone, helpless, numb, in denial 

Hurt, filled with void, quite, an outsider  

I am………… 

Growing, learning, being challenged, strong, speaking up, not alone, loved, part of something 
amazing; Public Allies community, becoming a leader, helping build strong communities, 
bilingual, translating, editing, connecting, finding my voice, 

I will be………… 

Confident, fearless, courageous, strong, loved, 

Loving, compassionate, creative, expressive, part of something amazing; Public Allies 
community <3 
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Daisy is a first-term AmeriCorps member. She loves to listen to what people are passionate 
about; loves to dance, learn, laugh, and help people. One of her goals is to obtain a master’s 
degree in communication sciences and disorders (speech language-pathology). 
 

 

Across the Globe 
Gisel Romero 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
International Institute of Wisconsin 

4th U.S. Congressional District of Wisconsin 
19th State Assembly District 

7th State Senate District 
  

Imagine having to flea your home country because your government doesn't see you as a 
citizen and blatantly rejects you. This is what happens to the Burmese refugees with whom I 
work. They are persecuted because of the ethnic groups they were born into. I do the work I do 
so that refugees have better opportunities of creating a happy life for themselves in the United 
States. Due to the cultural differences and language barrier, our refugee clients require extra 
support for getting jobs. For the past several months, I have worked on gathering information 
about the resources in our area that could be of benefit to our refugee clients as they get used 
to life in Milwaukee. As I have gathered the information, I have concentrated on creating various 
higher paying career pathways for our refugee clients. This has included building rapport with 
our local community college to see what opportunities our clients have of earning certificates for 
the careers of their choice. Furthermore, building partnerships with Milwaukee employers to 
collaborate with and provide training programs that prepare our clients for the demands of the 
American workforce. More specifically, I have worked on partnering with Goodwill Industries to 
provide better opportunities in building relationships with employers in the Milwaukee area. It 
has been challenging work but worth it to see my partner organization gaining a better sense of 
the options we have when supporting our refugee clients' pathway to self-sufficiency. I feel 
happy that I can be a part of the work that involves welcoming refugees and making their 
journey across the globe a positive one. 

 
My name is Gisel Romero and I am the daughter of Honduran immigrants. I moved to 
Milwaukee for college and fell in love with its varied atmosphere and diversity. I want to dedicate 
my life to working towards a more just and equitable society.  
 

 
Ramone Sanders 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
Carrera Program 

Congressional District #4 
State Assembly District #19 

State Senate District #7 
 
A student I tutor for math and reading, as well as an athlete I coach for basketball gave me an 
uplifting, inspiring moment. At the start of the third quarter I encouraged students within my tutor 
group to achieve 100% in their Accelerated Reader goals. In turn this would benefit athletes 
who need to have at least 60% of their goal achieved in order to participate in competitions and 
practices. The student shocked me the other day when he approached me to share his AR goal. 
The student told me he had achieved and exceeded his goal and was currently sitting at 
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139.9%. I have access to all our program students AR goals, so I went to go look for myself. 
The young man was not fibbing, I gave him a significant amount of positive feedback. He had 
the highest AR score on our 7th grade boys basketball team. It wasn't me who achieved the 
goal, but I was very excited for the student, due to the fact that he had struggled to reach his AR 
goal at the end of the 2nd quarter. He finished with a 35% 2nd quarter, so he improved by 
104.9% this quarter, amazing. 

 
After having an opportunity to work at a youth summer camp for three years and in Ramone’s 
current opportunity with Public Allies has helped him realize how he can make an impact in and 
outside of the classroom. It has supported him in pursuing a career in youth development. 

 

 

Change in a Crying City 
Mario Sinclair 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
YWCA Southeast Wisconsin 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
8th State Assembly District 
3rd State Senate District 

  
A crying city sounds like 
Ambulances and police sirens 
Poverty and segregation 
It sounds like 
Dontre Hamilton and Corey Stingley 
Lives aren’t valued in a city that’s crying 
Protesting and no change, people still dying 
It sounds like the man on the bridge 
Wondering if bridges still connected people to opportunity 
Or just a place he will forever have to call home 
It sounds like 
Closed textbooks, 40 students and 1 teacher looking for support 
It sounds like 
Mothers and infants only memory together was when they shared the womb together 
It sounds like infant mortality yall. 
When my city was crying I had to take action 
AmeriCorps was the vehicle to fuel my passion 
Light has fallen on all the stuff that’s been happening 
Got 10-months to make an impact that’s long lasting 
I am a servant of a city that’s broken at its borders 
Make way for change, a new world is in order. 
It won’t happen all at once and my role may be small 
But it’s better to do my part than to do nothing at all. 
The moral arc of the universe is long, but it bends towards justice…. 
We join AmeriCorps to get things done 
It’s our job to make sure that bending is never undone. 

 
Mario Sinclair is currently serving with Public Allies Milwaukee at the YWCA where he works 
with youth on issues related to racial justice. Last year, Mario served with AmeriCorps through 
City Year. 
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The Crisis Call 
Kristin Sippel 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
Sojourner Family Peace Center 

US 4th Congressional District 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
  

I was working at my desk on a project for Sojourner’s Family Advocacy program when a co-
worker came over and asked for my help. She had just received a crisis call from a client who 
needed shelter. This client (named J. Doe for this story) and J. Doe’s child were trying to leave 
an abusive relationship. Given the abuser’s profession, this was a case with a higher risk of 
lethality. J. Doe made plans to move out of state, but that was over a week away and s/he had 
to leave now. J. Doe was not able to stay at a shelter, so we had to find a different option before 
the abuser came home in a few hours. I spent the next two and a half hours calling hotels and 
talking to J. Doe to find a hotel that would keep J. Doe’s identity anonymous and be sure it was 
a place J. Doe and J. Doe’s child would not be found. Once I found a hotel, I called a cab to pick 
them up. I sat by the phone anxiously waiting to hear that they were safe. It was a relief when I 
received a call from J. Doe telling me they were in the cab heading to the hotel and such an 
amazing feeling that I had a part in helping them and keeping them safe. I love the work I am 
doing. Every day I feel that I am making an impact in some way, whether directly like this call or 
indirectly by working on various projects and programs. 

  
Kristin graduated from Marquette University with a triple major in political science, women’s and 
gender studies, and communication studies. She has a strong passion for women’s rights which 
lead her to the Sojourner Family Peace Center and Public Allies. 

 

 

Trust 
Sally Svetic 

Public Allies Milwaukee  
The Greater Milwaukee Foundation 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 19 

State Senate District 7 
  
The experience that influenced my personal growth the most so far in my service has been our 
mid-year retreat. The mid-year retreat is three days of escape from our insincere, calloused 
society. We work on community building as well as relationship building. When we first arrived 
and the facilitators were walking us through the guidelines and what to expect as far as 
community building, I was very skeptical. There are four steps to community building, our 
facilitator told us, Honeymoon, Chaos, Emptying and Community. I truly did not believe that our 
group could get to a place of pure community in such a short amount of time, especially 
because it was very clear that we were still in our honeymoon phase. The first day supported 
my skepticism; events that unfolded seemed to push people even farther apart. But sure 
enough, as the second day started, people began to empty and our space became stronger, 
safer, and closer. As we came to the end of the last day, we somehow found ourselves in a true 
community. 
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The biggest lesson I took away from this was trust. I often struggle with trust because I want to 
make sure everything is done right (my way) in order to create the best space for myself and the 
people I love. The journey was difficult, there were times when I felt like being vulnerable and 
sharing the experiences in my life that have brought me to where I am today was too hard, that 
it wasn’t worth it. I am extremely glad I had the opportunity to participate in the community 
building that took place, and because of that, I have learned to trust within my Ally class. 
Currently, I am working to apply this feeling to other parts of my life. In the past, it has been 
difficult for me to take direction and criticism from supervisors because I struggle with believing 
that they just have my best work in mind. I have learned to not take statements personally, and 
to put trust into my coworkers and supervisors, so that they can help me produce my best work. 
  
Sally Svetic is a first year AmeriCorps member serving at the Greater Milwaukee Foundation. 
She is currently in the Urban Studies program at UW – Milwaukee. 

 

 

And Sometimes Why 
 Daleshontai Jene Tate 
Public Allies Milwaukee 

TRUE Skool Inc. Urban Arts 
4th Congressional District 

9th Assembly District 
3rd Senate District 

 
Meet Jene. Jene was 17 when he was first introduced to TRUE Skool, an after school program 
teaching youth ages 14-19 skills in the urban arts and engaging them During his time at TRUE 
Skool he was able to find his voice and become a strong leader amongst his peers as an 
advocate for Urban Arts and Social Justice Education. By participating in each individual class, 
showing his dedication, and volunteering, he has earned the opportunity to become a Public Ally 
placed at TRUE Skool. 
 
“As a youth in the program I’ve noticed the power of the urban arts and how much of an 
influence it has on us young people. Being placed at TRUE Skool as a Public Ally gives me an 
opportunity to learn and grow personally and professionally, while also helping the youth realize 
the power that they have.” 
 

 

During the Down Time 
Cami J. Thomas 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
Lead2Change Inc. 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
  

Tears fell down her face 
“I don’t talk about myself.” 
“This is a safe space.” 
  
Still too scared to share 
Shame, guilt, ridicule, and pain 
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Were her barriers. 
  
“Let’s focus on you, 
What do you want from this life?” 
“Happiness and joy.” 
  
Possibilities! 
“What is happiness to you?” 
“Something different.” 
  
“This world can’t hold you, 
It also can’t define you, 
YOU HAVE THE POWER!” 
  
“Now forward thinking, 
You can create for yourself.” 
Productivity. 

 
Cami Thomas is a doctoral student at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee where she studies 
cooperative economics in the department of Africology. Ms. Thomas is placed at Lead2Change 
where she teaches career and college readiness courses. Her goal is to open a community 
cooperative education center where the whole community can engage in continuous learning.  

 

 

A Mother’s Dream  
Tonda N. Thompson  

Public Allies Milwaukee  
United Way of Greater Milwaukee & Waukesha County  

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 17 

State Senate District 6 
 

“Hey, Momma! GET UP!” There’s not one person in the room, everyone is asleep, and it was 
just me. It was 3:00am; the stars are bright as the moon as it shines through my window. Ever 
spend a night in tears, mourning the loss of a child, your child? I just knew that was his voice 
that startled me out of my sleep. There I was finally asleep, only to be awakened from him, the 
cute little angel that I call, my son. It was hard to sleep. When I did sleep it wasn’t peaceful. 
Knowing that I was a mother without her child kept me up all night and disconnected from the 
world. Just 17 hours after he was born, he was gone. I wasn’t able to be what I dreamed of 
being for 10 months. There I was months later, sleeping on my mom’s floor on a toddler bed 
that she had in her guest room. That mattress was a blessing, considering that I had lost 
everything. Who am I kidding, that mattress sucked! I am a 5’9 woman; my feet hung over the 
foot of the mattress. Of course, I am thankful for my mom and her help but that was a dull 
feeling. I desired to “get up” from depression as my son divinely asked me to. Hearing Terrell’s 
voice was amazing but getting up felt like little ole’ me, trying to push MT. Everest.  
 
Unfortunately, it was a full year that I spent down on that floor, feeling hopeless and unsure of 
my future. Knowing that there were so many parents like me in the City of Milwaukee, I really 
wanted to do something that would help me get up as well as pull others up along the way. I just 
didn’t know how to. A good friend suggested that I check out this leadership program called 
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Public Allies. By this time, I was at my lowest point. Any job or prosperous idea would to be 
taken into consideration. So I accepted the thought and applied. That was the start of my 
transition. Months later, I was placed in the Milwaukee LIHF collaborative with the United Way 
of Greater Milwaukee & Waukesha County. By the grace of God, I was placed in a department 
where I work with the city with finding ways to bring awareness to infant mortality in Milwaukee. I 
was given a great opportunity when I had nothing left. Imagine lying on the floor of a large 
hallway full of closed doors, in darkness, then suddenly a door opens, bursting with sunshine. 
Apparently, those prayers, when I had no one to talk to, were heard and answered. Even with a 
slow start, I slowly began to rise. Each day became easier to fight. Our weekly ally trainings 
helped erase those negative thoughts that I had and replaced them with my divine purpose. As I 
continue to rise, I know that Terrell, finally seeing me get up is my motivation. My dream is to be 
a good mother to him. Public Allies paved the way to seeing that dream come true. IT FEELS 
GOOD TO GET UP!  
 

Tonda Thompson is a Community Health Ambassador with United Way of Greater Milwaukee & 
Waukesha County. 

 

 

Yaa Bema Tutu 
Public Allies Milwaukee 
Victory Garden Initiative 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 19 

State Senate District 7 
 

"Those who control our food control our lives, and when we take that control back into our own 
hands, we empower ourselves towards autonomy, self-reliance and true freedom." – Sidney 
Mintz.  
 
Before starting Public Allies I was struggling with what I wanted to do “when I grow up.” I was all 
grown up but I had no clue what I would spend my entire adult life pursuing. I knew what I didn’t 
want to do. That was the first step, right? No. It just left a whole mess of things that I could 
pursue but not necessarily what I wanted to do. See the thing I’ve always loved was food. I’ve 
wanted to be a chef for the longest time but got discouraged by the articles hollering about the 
poor job market for chefs, the overwhelming tuition and the how specialized the culinary field 
was. 
 

Working with Victory Garden Initiative through Public Allies introduced me to the world of food 
that I never once talked about: food justice, security and sustainability. Before working with VGI 
I never thought about where my food came from. I knew that I could drive to Walmart and pick 
some food up but I didn’t ever wonder how the food was grown or the conditions in which the 
meat was raised were humane. In retrospect, I believe that this was meant to be. In my three 
months working in my placement, my eyes have been opened to so many things. I’m more 
conscious of what my family eats, what other people put on their plate and what items are sold 
in grocery stores. And it’s not just food that now fascinates me. Sustainability has become a 
huge part of what I do–dare I say, who I am. Reduce. Reuse. Recycle. I’ve come to realize that 
this life of mine is so much bigger than myself. I can knowingly change what I believe and what I 
understand but what about others? How does one person change everything? I ache with the 
need to educate others, to makes others realize what I have also realized. And I realize that 
that’s what I do. I’m opening doors for others to take control of their most basic need: food. 
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Through the work I do and the work that my placement does, we’re slowly but surely making an 
impact in our community. And that is what makes me complete. 
 

Yaa Bema is a Ghanaian Public Ally serving with Victory Garden Initiative. She plans on 
working towards a more sustainable future, hopefully developing tiny home communities for the 
less privileged.  

 

 

A New Haircut 
Blake Van Egeren 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
City of Milwaukee 

U.S. 4th Congressional District 
16th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 

That day I did not know what to expect. I did not know what my role would be, or if I would be 
helpful. Apart of me felt overwhelmed that I was going to get lost. I was at the Continue of Care 
event called “Project Homeless Connect.” The goal of the day was to provide services to the 
homeless population to help get them back on their feet again. My role was to walk around with 
the guest to help them locate the services. I attended a meeting earlier in the day so I caught 
the very end of this program. Like me, the guest I had also did not make it to the event until the 
very end. We talked briefly and figured out what services he wanted. Without hesitation he 
inquired about a free hair cutting service. We walked the path to the booth making small talk 
along the way. We checked in and were told there would be a half hour wait.  
 
We sat in the chairs and I was a little worried I did not know what to say or talk about. 
I did not know my role in that situation. Our conversation started though. 
 
We soon found ourselves in a vivid conversation about the trial and tribulations of life. 
We both shared with each other the roads we had traveled and struggles we went through. 
He expressed to me his journey to get to Milwaukee to find work to support his family, and his 
hope to one day return to them. I knew he meant well, but I also know the struggles he was 
facing in his own personal life. I felt empathy for him and could see the difficult path he was on. 
That did not matter for the moment though. This hair cut he was about to get was going to be 
the start of this new journey. After about a half hour he was called up and got a nice haircut. His 
whole demeanor changed before, during, and after this process. After the haircut, time was 
running out. We quickly walked to the other services listed and got what we could from them. I 
remember walking back and I asked him what his favorite song was? He told me without 
hesitation it was by Sublime, “Santeria.” For me that was a very nostalgic sound from my youth. 
We both started to sing a little bit of it. In this moment I felt a real connection had occurred. We 
hugged and we both went our separate ways. It was within this experience I learn how much 
both people can benefit from service. 
 
BIake is placed at the City of Milwaukee where he assists with the Workforce Funding Alliance 
in coordination, implementation and analysis of strategies towards greater job growth in 
Milwaukee. Through the Community Development Grants Administration he conducts research 
and analysis towards creating greater coordination and expansion of funding entities.  
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El Elotero 
Noel Vizcarra 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
Walker’s Point Community Clinic 

5th US Congressional District  
82th State Assembly District 

28th State Senate District 
 

One overcast November Saturday I visited Joe’s Bait Shop in front of Kosciuszko Park. Kozy as 
it is affectionately referred to hosts to Ace’s Boxing Club, a swimming pool, and a community 
center. During the summer months the park is bustling with activity; impromptu soccer games 
and kids fishing in the lagoon. I was there to purchase red worms with the hope of improving the 
compost heap on my placement’s rooftop garden. As I stepped out with worms in hand I saw a 
metallic glimmer out of the corner of my eye that was almost missed on this cloudy day. It was 
out of the ordinary to see a corn cart this late in the year, so I decided to indulge. 
 
Corn off the cob in a box to go is my favorite, heavy on the chili powder. As he was preparing it 
he looked at the bait in my hand and jokingly asked if I was going to snack on the worms as 
well. After a chuckle he complimented my Spanish and said he could tell I was a native speaker. 
Our conversation was very organic about where I grew up and if I was following up with Spanish 
at school. He was glad to learn that I have visited Durango where my parents were born and 
raised. My new friend mentioned his mother in Léon and alluded as to how he had been unable 
to visit in over a decade. At the moment I felt privileged to have American citizenship, so I 
decided to shift the topic. 
 
Our conversation was refreshing and more in depth than I anticipated. Throughout our talk he 
had a rough cough so I asked if he had seen a doctor for it. He laughed as he said there aren’t 
health benefits for corn peddlers. I was glad to let him know that our clinic serves uninsured 
patients, but was unprepared for his reaction. He grimaced as he told me about an experience 
he had a few weeks ago. People in his line of work are often targets of heckling and violence. 
As it was late fall and it got dark earlier the occurrences were more frequent. He was robbed 
and beaten pretty badly, but the cost made seeing a medic for his injuries out of the question. 
I am always aware of the reality for our patients, which goes deeper than being under the 
weather. The majority of our patients don’t seek medical help until their ailments are more 
advanced because access can be difficult. Without insurance medication is more expensive, 
making it even harder to manage chronic diseases. I appreciate the fact that I can serve my 
community directly in an area where they are drastically underserved.  
 
Noel Vizcarra is currently serving at Aurora Walker's Point Community Clinic. After Public Allies 
Milwaukee, he plans to continue serving the community while finishing a four year degree. 
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Lachel Walker 
Public Allies Milwaukee 
Girl Scouts of Southeast  
Congressional District 4 

Assembly District: District 11 
State Senate District: District 4 

 

I go to different Milwaukee Public Schools each week to lead troops. I work with girls from 
grades K5-5th. When I first started in October, I started off with three troops. One of the three 
one would be cookies express troop, where I would only be with those girls for about 6-8 weeks. 
My other two troops are traditional troops and I will be with them until about May. With all of my 
troops I teach the girls on how to be a Girl Scout sister to one another, how to manage their 
money, and to think out the box. I also try to encourage them when needed and to use their 
resources wisely. When I first started to facilitate, I was very shy and scared, but as the weeks 
went on and I got more comfortable and it came to an ease for me. I am so glad that I am doing 
the work that I do and making a difference in these girls’ lives. I am so grateful for having this 
opportunity to learn so many things about myself and the girls I work with. 
 

Another big part of my job is doing Girl Scouting in the School Day (GSISD). We go in to 
Milwaukee Public Schools during the school time and do different activities with the girls four 
days a week. Each day we go we have new activities, like making a water cycle bracelet, 
making a marshmallow tower, or even making a windmill. We always tell them about the water 
cycle, or why we have windmills around, or even why we do the marshmallow tower. Our goal 
for the GSISD is for the schools that don’t have a traditional troop, to give the girls some type of 
Girl Scouts experience. This is another reason why I like my placement, because even when we 
see the girls for those short days we get a connection with the girls. 

 

Lachel Walker is 24 years old and a single mother of one. She’s been through so much in life, 
but becoming a Public Ally has really changed her life. She can’t wait to see what her next 
chapter is in life. 

 

 

I Am an Ally  
Oscar Walton 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
Independence First 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
4th State Assembly District 

4th State Senate District 
  

I Am An Ally 
I Wonder How Will I Impact Others 
I Hear Our People Crying 
I see Our Youth Hurting 
I Want Independence and Equality for All 
I Am An Ally 
I pretend that I have nothing to say 
But 
I feel compelled to speak 
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I touch the hearts of individuals 
I worry I will not be remembered 
I cry when I see the present state of today’s youth 
I Am an Ally 
I understand that the issue, of Race, Gender, and Class are Age old issues of life 
I say that there will always be work that needs to be done 
I dream of a world full of Public Allies 
I try to be an Ally to anyone who needs me 
I hope my work doesn’t go unnoticed 
I am an Ally 

 

Oscar Walton is a Public Ally from Milwaukee, WI placed at Independence First, independent 
living centers for peoples with disabilities. Oscar is the lead Youth Coordinator, who created and 
facilitates his own support group for young men with disabilities named My Brother’s Keeper. 

 

 

Overcoming Fear 
Nicole Watson 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
United Way of Greater Milwaukee and Waukesha County 

4th U.S. Congressional District 
6th State Assembly District 

6th Senate District 
  

I Arise 
Through conflict, fear, and negativity 
My thoughts no longer keep me in bondage 
Against self 
My confidence allows me to reach higher 
Higher than I have ever imagined 
Opinions of others won’t determine my journey 
For my thoughts are not their thoughts 
Advice is limited 
But those that lead and go before me are precious 
Their words touch my heart 
God 
Strengthens and confirms my steps and actions 
Sometimes his stretching hurts 
But I overcome it all 
For ten months 
I humble myself and take in as much as possible 
My experience here is not temporary 
But a permanent boost to my character and appreciation 
For this once in a lifetime opportunity 

 
Nicole is a talented, motivated, leading, learning, and growing. She says, “My time as an Ally 
thus far has been priceless. Every day I look forward to learning more about my strengths and 
areas of growth in order to succeed.” 
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From Past, To Present 
Alize Webb 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
AID’S Resource Center of Wisconsin 

4th U.S. Congressional District 
17th State Assembly District 

6th State Senate District 
 

I had doubts when completing the application to become an Ally. I thought to myself that I was 
too average to be chosen. In my mind an AmeriCorps member would be the perfect person and 
that is something I am not. When I received the news that I was accepted I was excited yet 
nervous. I was receiving congrats and people telling me how proud of me they are, but for some 
reason I didn’t feel that. I felt I wouldn’t be able to succeed at this type of work, especially since 
this is first time ever doing something like this. When going into the Friday trainings I would be 
nervous because I was surrounded by people I’ve never met before. I thought I was going to be 
judged and not accepted, but I was proven wrong. I had to learn how to open up and accept 
change, and with time and patience I was able to see the purpose behind the Friday trainings. It 
took me a while to become confident and to know that I was chosen to be an Ally. I was soon 
able to learn and enjoy my position as a Public Ally. 
 
At my placement I have been given the opportunity to put my ideas on the table. I am able to 
come up with effective ways of reaching out to patients to get them back on track to living a 
healthy lifestyle. With the work that I do I am able to help the providers to better serve the 
patients and clients, which leads to healthier and happier lives. From the overall experience of 
working at my placement, Friday trainings, and being a part of something so meaningful, I have 
gained knowledge, experienced change, and felt the love of my other allies. My passion has 
always been to be able to help others in making their lives better and being presented with the 
opportunity to become an Ally couldn’t come at a better time. I am so grateful to be able to 
commit to changing someone’s life and at the same time learning more about myself. I have 
gained relationships, have learned what it is to support someone, have been supported 
personally and am glad I took this once in a lifetime opportunity. 
  
This will forever change my life and for once in my life I can say I am proud of myself. I am 
grateful for this amazing opportunity. 

 

Alize Webb is a first year AmeriCorps member. Alize attends Bryant & Stratton College and is 
pursuing an associate’s degree in medical assisting. After Public Allies, Alize hopes to graduate 
from college and to work in the medical field. 
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Stork Dropped Delivery 
Ah Ong Xiong 

Public Allies of Milwaukee 
City of Milwaukee—Community Development Grants Administration 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
 

“Intense dreams of life 

that constantly hand me hope 

to impact the coming.” 

 

Ah Ong Xiong is serving her first term as an AmeriCorps member. A graduate of the University 
of Wisconsin—Milwaukee, she holds a bachelor’s degree in English and a certificate in cultures 
and communities. She is a writer with hopes to contribute to the world of literature. 

 

 

Continuous Learning 
Michelle Xiong 

Public Allies Milwaukee 
City of Milwaukee – Community Development Grants Administration 

US Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 9 

State Senate District 3 
  

As a Hmong American woman who grew up in Milwaukee, I felt that I never had the chance to 
love myself, my city, my country, and my people. The reason I felt this, was because I always 
had to follow what everyone else wanted me to do in life. I had to learn how to become the best 
Hmong wife, mother, and daughter-in-law; and that was all where my life was going to end. I 
had no voice and I felt like I did not belong anywhere; however, the journey that I have 
encountered as a Public Ally is one of the greatest experiences that I will ever remember. 
Through this AmeriCorps Program I have grown so much professionally and personally. I 
struggled a lot with finding my voice and allowing myself to be open and vulnerable; however, 
after receiving feedback from my supervisor, my program manager, and my peers, I am able to 
have more confidence in myself to speak up at meetings, trainings, and my work place. They 
allowed me to see all the worth that I have in myself. They helped me see that my story is 
important and that I have a choice in where I want to lead my life. Through feedback from my 
mentors and peers, I can say now that I have a voice and I am learning how to use that voice to 
collaborate and help Milwaukee to become a better place. With my voice, I have been able to 
interact more with people in my community and find out what their needs are. I am extremely 
humbled to be a part of Public Ally and would not change my experience for anything. 
  
Michelle Xiong graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison with a major in East Asian 
studies. This is her second year as an AmeriCorps member. She did City Year Milwaukee last 
year and is currently a Public Ally in Milwaukee. 
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Renewal Unlimited Inc. Portage Fresh 
Start 
 

 
 

The Renewal Unlimited Fresh Start Program will enroll 36 youth between the ages of 17 and 

24. The majority of these youth will be high school dropouts, or if they have graduated from 

High School, they will be deficient in one or two grade levels in either numeracy or literacy 

skills. The youth will work in crews and each crew will construct a single family home 

consisting of three bedrooms that, upon completion, will be sold to a low to moderate income 

family. As youth are enrolled into the program, they will be assessed to determine their need 

levels in the areas of basic educational skills, pre-employment skills, job specific skills, 

independent living skills, health and nutrition, and leadership development skills. 
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Kayla Read 
Renewal Unlimited, Inc – Fresh Start Program 

Portage, Wisconsin 
Us Congressional District – 2nd 

State Assembly District – 81st & 42nd 
State Senate District – 14th  

 

My experience at AmeriCorps has just begun, but so far I’ve enjoyed it. What drew me to the 
program was basically everything that they offer. I get to finish my high school education and 
work with my peers to build houses for moderate/low income families, which is a great trade to 
learn. Even if you’re not planning on pursuing carpentry as a career, it’s a great way to learn 
how to work with others.  
 
Personally, I was very happy with the fact that I get in class tutoring to help prepare me for the 
final HSED test. It really does make a difference when you have a hard time with a certain 
subject. For me, it is math that was holding me back. The classroom supervisors are very 
supportive towards the students and encourage a comfortable environment for everyone. 
 

Working on site is actually pretty fun for me; the site supervisor makes the work a fun learning 
experience. I’ve been working with one of supervisors and another girl on my days on site. After 
we get started and know exactly what we are supposed to be doing, it goes pretty quickly and 
the process starts to come naturally. 
 
In addition to the academic and work training, the other AmeriCorps members are another great 
part of the program. Most people might think that the people who attend these programs are 
delinquents, but they really aren’t. I’ve met quite a few decent people and even made a few 
friends.  
 
Over all, I think that the AmeriCorps Fresh Start Program is a great place for the youth who 
haven’t had the chance to finish their education to attend. This program gives you the boost 
towards a better future and the guidance you may need to move forward in the adult world. 
 

 

On How I Got Where I Am Today 
Jax Dixon 

Renewal Unlimited Inc. – Fresh Start Program 
Portage, Wisconsin 

US Congressional District 2nd 
State Assembly District 81st & 42nd 

State Senate District 14th 
 
My experience in AmeriCorps has been positive. For example, like how I’ve learned work skills 
in construction and learning the education I need to succeed in life. Learning these skills can 
help me get enough experience to get a good paying job for a single living situation. Not only is 
getting a GED going to give me the confidence to move on in life and accomplish great things, 
but everyone will know that I never truly gave up on life.  
 
Now my experience here also has been positive because of all the new friends I’ve made. I’ve 
had a rough life. I got taken away from my parents when I was 12 and didn’t come back till I was 
16. When I did come back, I didn’t want to do school. I wanted to be like every other teenager 
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out there doing what they want. Now over the last two years leading up to my 18th birthday, I’ve 
learned to mature and control my thoughts. It is not even there anymore because I realized that 
I want to succeed in life, that’s all I’ve ever wanted.  
 
 I thought my life was over till I found out about this program. It finally gave me hope again. Now 
that I know that I can accomplish this program I know that when I graduate I can begin on my 
own journey. 
 
 All I know is that here is only the beginning of something way bigger. I know that I can make it 
in life. I’m ready to push past all the barriers in life and keep going up till I hit the top. I know I 
can truly be happy for myself and want everyone to finally be proud of me.  
 

 
Justin Hauge 

Renewal Unlimited, Inc – Fresh Start Program 
Portage, Wisconsin 

US Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 81 and 42 

State Senate District 14  
 
I’ve learned so much by being here. I’ve met a lot of new people. I have a lot of new friends the 
job site is where we build houses and the classroom is where we work on school work. I love 
everything about this program. It has helped me get out in the world and explore new things that 
I didn’t believe I could ever do. 
 
My experience as an AmeriCorps member has been fun, but also hard. The fun things are in the 
field, in the classroom and doing charity work. The hard time is preparing for the tests and 
actually doing the tests. Some of my goals while being here is to get through the GED testing 
and get my HSED. So far I have completed one test and I’m studying for the next. My future 
goals are simple. I don’t have any yet as I just go with the flow and continue to learn new things. 
 
When I was in school in the past nothing ever went right for me. I’ve been bullied and I was an 
outcast. But here, I’m none of those things. I guess it’s safe to say that these guys are my 
second family. We help each other, we laugh together, we have fun and it’s been a good 
feeling. 
 

 
Kylyn Walter 

Renewal Unlimited, Inc – Fresh Start Program 
Portage, WI 

US Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 81 and 42 

State Senate District 14 
 

What I learned so far with my experience at AmeriCorps is the importance of communication 
and team work. What I am hoping to get out of this program is my HSED. So when I am fully 
done with this program I can get into college if I do decide to go. 
 
When I tried to get a job before I joined this program, they kept declining me and turning me 
away for the simple fact I never got my diploma. I never understood how a little piece of paper 
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was so important until I joined here. I dropped out of high school for many reasons; however, I 
never thought it would really affect me till now. When I dropped out, it was because I was being 
mistreated by the teachers who constantly made me feel dumb or unstable. And it didn’t help 
that at home my mother was expecting me to raise my little siblings. After that I decided I 
wanted to do something else, so I moved to Milwaukee where I got a job cleaning my friend’s 
house twice a week. 
 
I then moved in with my new roommates and they convinced me to come here and try it out. I 
could get real work experience and my HSED. We build homes for people who really need it. I 
know what it’s like to have little in life and need help. It is a great feeling to give back and help 
people, like others who have helped me. It is kind of exciting to be able to do that for someone 
in need.  
 

 
Nick Suchomel 

Renewal Unlimited, Inc. – Fresh Start Program 
Portage, WI 

US Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 81 and 42 

State Senate District 14  
 

My name is Nick my experience at AmeriCorps has been very beneficial to my life in many 
ways. I am making progress towards my high school diploma, I am learning new things on the 
job site, and I am learning to work with others and helping put time and effort into helping the 
community.  
 
In high school I was short on credits and thought I had no chance of graduating high school. 
When I came to Fresh Start I realized how easy self-learning really is if you put forth the effort 
and have good help in the classroom. In normal school, they don’t focus on the individual kids 
and there is a lot of room for failure. At Fresh Start they focus on the individuals and strive to 
see them succeed. 
 
My dad worked construction, so I always saw myself doing something in the construction field. 
And when I came here I really saw that become a reality. I learn new things every day while 
helping build the houses and learn to be patient and do things right the first time. Working with 
Jim and Chris on site has been a very fun and productive experience. They are patient and 
understanding and take time to make sure things are done the right way. They don’t worry about 
how fast things are getting done they just care that it’s done right. 
 
Working at Fresh Start is a very special experience you wouldn’t normally find for someone like 
me and I feel very fortunate to have the opportunity to work with these people and prove myself.  
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Life’s a journey, not a destination. 
Steven Sanders 

Renewal Unlimited, Inc. –Fresh Start Program 
Portage, Wisconsin 

US Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 81 and 42 

State Senate District 14  
 

My name’s Steven and my hopes from Renewal Fresh Start are to get my GED and transform it 
with my high school to a diploma. The reason I want to get my high school diploma is to go to 
college and do something with my future. 
 
Fresh Start offers various opportunities like building houses for low income people who can’t 
afford the average house payments. While building these homes my group members and I can 
learn more than just carpentry. We can learn good personality traits like having a positive 
attitude while working with people. 
 
Also teamwork is another good trait to have especially when working on a job site. The 
teacher’s at Renewal Fresh Start help you realize it while also reassuring we help and not judge 
or put other members of the program down. On the job site we use lots of power tools like drills, 
skill saws, miter saws, table saws, nail guns, and etc. While building these low income homes 
we learn things that will be helpful for us in our future. 
  



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

Teach For America – Milwaukee 
 

 
  

Teach For America’s mission is to build the movement to eliminate educational inequity by 

enlisting our nation’s most promising future leaders in the effort. This school year more than 

10,000 corps members are teaching in 46 urban and rural regions across the nation, 

reaching more than 660,000 students.  

 

Since 2009, Teach For America-Milwaukee has been a leading teacher recruitment and 

development partner for hard-to-staff, high-poverty schools across all school sectors in 

Milwaukee. Over the last six years, TFA-Milwaukee has grown from 38 AmeriCorps members 

serving in schools throughout Milwaukee to having 133 AmeriCorps members teaching and 

over 200 alumni who call Milwaukee home. This year in Milwaukee, our AmeriCorps 

members are standing before over 8,000 students across the city. 
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Amazing Growth 
Rebecca Abrams 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Hmong American Peace Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

I have been working very hard to create effective intervention plans for one of my students. This 
little boy started second grade without knowing the sounds of letters. He could not sound out 
words and did not know his sight words. Through tutoring and intervention he has become a 
strong reader. He can sound out most novel words, and have increased his fluency by extreme 
amounts! This boy grew thirty points on the MAP reading test. I am so proud of his hard work. 
He has also had the best attitude of any of my students. He does not give up. He has inspired 
me to do my best as well. 
 
Rebecca Abrams graduated from Denison University where she majored in education and 
psychology. Rebecca currently works as a 2nd grade teacher at Hmong American Peace 
Academy, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Against the Odds 
Vincent Alvarez 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
La Causa Charter School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

Parents, they are the ones who raise us, mold us, and ultimately the ones who we look up to 
when we want to get our own lives together. They can be annoying, but most importantly, they 
are the reason we are who we are today. To say our parents are our pillars is an 
understatement. This year one of my students lost his father to cancer in the middle of the 
trimester. Abdomen cancer spreads rapidly and with the lack of healthcare, this loss was 
inevitable. Everyone at our school was okay with letting him take however much time he wanted 
off and allowed him to make up assignments at a much later date. We were prepared to allow 
this student to mail it in and coast until graduation as he mourned the loss of his father. This 
student had other plans. As one of the more put together individuals I've ever met, this student 
got all of his work in on time and regardless of the situation going on in his life, continued to be 
the selfless caring person I have come to know him as. As one of the higher-leveled students in 
my homeroom, his performance did not surprise me; his ability to continue to produce work at a 
high level at a time of such stress blew me away. I can honestly say this student changed my 
outlook on life; he was so focused on being a better man for his mom and little sister. He knew 
he had to be strong and continues to perform in and out of the classroom. He is truly an 
inspiration. My second year in the classroom has been filled with many successes but also 
many failures and often times it is our students who have to pick us up. My students, this year 
more than ever, have allowed me to glimpse into their personal lives and understand where they 
are coming from; however, this student truly showed what it means to be against the odds. 
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Vincent Alvarez graduated from the University of Southern California where he majored in 
American studies & ethnicity and minored in psychology & law. Vincent currently works as an 
8th grade literacy teacher at La Causa Charter School, and he is a 2nd year corps member of 
Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Defying Stigmas 
Rebecca Armijo 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Siefert Elementary 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

During my time teaching in a Comprehensive Behavior Unit, a lot of very difficult and trying 
times are the first things that come to my mind. I make the conscious daily choice to create and 
sustain a positive environment in my room, and encourage the students to participate within that 
environment. I don’t have any singular story that sticks out during my year that can be labeled 
as the inspiration for me, or for others-because every story is. Each student has helped my 
patience, compassion and understanding grow. They have been able to make considerable 
gains despite their internal battles with themselves and others. No matter what the 
circumstance, they rise to the occasion. I see each of them navigating dictionaries on their own 
to define a word, making connections about discrimination and bullying, helping the peer they 
“hated” five minutes ago, and walking K3 students off the bus. I’m inspired by the fact that each 
student defies their stigma more than they feed into it, and fight every day for others to see their 
potential and hard work. Those little things I see from them are what moves us all forward. I 
can’t wait to see what they will prove to everyone next. 
 
Rebecca Armijo graduated from North Central College where she majored in psychology and 
minored in nutrition/health. Rebecca currently works as a 1st-5th grade teacher at Siefert 
Elementary, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Tickles and Dimples 
Julia Bareiss 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Academy of Science 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 20 

State Senate District 7 
 

Armyni is a tough student. He shouts "no" when asked to do simple tasks, he shuts down and 
kicks the wall when he doesn't want to join the carpet, he writes on his desk when he doesn't 
feel like doing the work, and he doesn't seem motivated to do what's asked of him with 
incentives and rewards. He shuts down and won't say what's wrong or why he is mad. I was 
sick of yelling at Armyni and getting frustrated with holding him in "reflections" and calling his 
mom constantly. Instead, I decided to change the way I speak and interact with Armyni. Armyni 
is the cutest kid with the most adorable dimples–I love to see when he smiles. When Armyni 
gets upset and his face changes to his defiant state, his dimples go away. So instead of getting 
mad at Arymni when he misbehaves, I would ask him "uh oh what happened to your dimples? 
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Can you get them back for me? Why are you upset–you aren't the cute Armyni when you get 
upset?" This makes Armyni smile and takes his mind off why he's mad. Sometimes if he still 
doesn't smile, I give him a little tickle on his neck and ask him to show me his dimples. Then I 
can get a smile. From there, he is happy and I ask him to sit down or do his work and he will 
more likely than not do it without strife. Armyni has become my favorite little mischievous 
student this year. He tells me he loves me everyday and I say it right back at him. He still pouts, 
refuses to do work, and kicks and hits occasionally when he's mad, but I know how to get 
Armyni back in a positive and loving way. 
 
Julia Bareiss graduated from Northwestern University where she majored in communications 
and minored in marketing. Julia currently works as a five-year old kindergarten grade teacher at 
Milwaukee Academy of Science, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee.  
 

 

The Honest Truth 
Robert Barrett 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Carver Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 20 

State Senate District 7 
 

When most people get up for work, they do not think about how many times they will be cussed 
at that day, how many times they would be disrespected, or how many times they will truly be 
astonished at something that a child has done. Many people get in there cars, sit at a desk, 
silently, then go home. They get an hour for lunch, and do not leave in an over-stimulated state 
of mind. That is not my story. 
 
I would lie if I said getting up for work each day was easy. It is difficult on most days. But, I do it, 
and I do it everyday. I am not a quitter. There are many times when giving up would have been 
easier. Leaving my personal life unaffected, I could choose a different and less chaotic work 
environment. That is not me. 
 
If there is one thing I am proud of in my two years is I showed up each and every day, and 
showed that I cared. Life wasn’t easy. My mom had cancer. My best friend left the country. I 
was, and am, in a long distance relationship. As I said, quitting would have been easier, it just 
wouldn’t be me. 
 
I love my kids. Regardless of all the pain and anguish, which was sometimes physical, I love 
them. They have shown me some of the worst ways that a student could act or child could treat 
an adult. I still love them, and that is teaching to me. It is is showing up each and every day with 
a smile on your face. Its more than you. Your problems and your strife. You take on the 
responsibility of being that child’s mother, father, doctor, psychologist, and everything else they 
need. Its about them. 
 
Again, I love my students. The better part is I know they love me too. 
 
Robert Barrett graduated from the University of Denver where he majored in 
sociology/psychology and minored in Spanish. Robert currently works as a 1st-5th grade special 
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education teacher at Carver Academy, and he is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For 
America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

To Proficiency and Beyond 
Laurie Becerra 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Allen-Field Elementary School 
U.S. Congressional District 4 

State Assembly District 7 
State Senate District 3 

 
My second first day of school as a teacher was September 7th, 2014. Having it been my second 
year teaching I thought it would be a breeze; however, I did not except my new bunch of four-
year-olds to be completely different. I had my rules and expectations in place and what I thought 
to be a “set” classroom routine based on the attitudes and characteristics of my students the 
year before; however, I was soon to find out that my new K4 students were the exact opposite. 
The beginning of the year was a struggle, some of my students cried up until November, it was 
impossible for them to walk in a line and 40 percent were unable to express their self-care 
needs. With all of these other issues taking place in my classroom it was almost impossible to 
teach! Because of the lack of teacher resources, all of the special education students were 
placed in my classroom. I loved having all of these kids in my classroom; however, I was scared 
that their IEP goals would not be met because of the lack of help in my classroom. Weeks and 
months passed by, and I felt that my students were growing at a very slow rate; this made me a 
little frustrated. After trying new methods of teaching and changing my routines, I began to 
notice a difference in my students. Soon they were excited to come to school and began to 
notice their own milestones.  
 
Now my students with IEPs have surpassed their literacy and math goals, students who refused 
to come to school at the beginning of the year are now leaders in my classroom and each and 
every one of my students knows what important K4 standards they have met and why they are 
ready to be Kindergartners. This year has helped grow as a person and has taught me so much 
about being a teacher. I learned that each year will be different and that each students deserves 
and equal opportunity to succeed. Therefore, it is my job to find innovative ways to teach the 
same lesson. 
 
Laurie Becerra graduated from the University of California, Santa Barbara where she majored in 
Spanish, sociology & education with applied psychology. Laurie currently works as a four-year 
old kindergarten teacher at Allen-Field Elementary School, and she is a 2nd year corps member 
of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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First Grade Growth 
Abigail Beneke 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Hmong American Peace Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 7 

State Senate District 3 
 

For the past year and a half, I have had the privilege of serving as a Teach For America corps 
member and 1st grade teacher at the Hmong American Peace Academy, an urban charter 
school on the northwest side of Milwaukee. In my first year of teaching, each of my students 
caused me to grow and pushed me to become a better person and educator. One student in my 
class, Kegan, stands out in my memory for the immense behavioral progress he made and for 
the progress he caused me to achieve.  
 
Kegan was a vibrant student. He loved to participate, make jokes, and displayed a passion for 
first grade work. More than anything, I considered Kegan to be a friend. Although Kegan 
flourished in 1st grade most of the time, he struggled with controlling his emotions. When Kegan 
got mad, he would sometimes roll on the ground, kick things, or shut down. I struggled with 
ways to help Kegan with his behavior. I tried to find opportunities to give him agency, allowing 
him to lead the class in cheers, giving him special jobs, and providing him with his own desk in 
the front of the room. Kegan and I worked on ways he could “keep his cool,” like taking deep 
breaths, going on a walk, and telling the teacher he was upset before his anger escalated. 
Kegan responded well to these changes in instruction, and his behavior improved immensely by 
the end of the year; however, Kegan continued to struggle with controlling his anger. 
 
This year, Kegan is in second grade with another Milwaukee corps member, Becca Abrams. It 
has been an amazing feeling to see the growth Kegan has achieved since first grade. At the 
beginning of the year, he had a couple of break-downs when his anger got the best of him; 
however, since then, Kegan has found healthy ways to manage his emotions. Seeing Kegan 
now, I am proud of the work that I did last year, and of the work that other corps members, like 
Becca, are doing in schools across the city. I know that Kegan has made me a much more 
patient and understanding individual, and I’m happy to have helped him in small ways to 
develop the skills he needs to succeed in the future. 
 
Abigail Beneke graduated from Lawrence University where she majored in anthropology. Abigail 
currently works as a 1st grade teacher at Hmong American Peace Academy, and she is a 2nd 
year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee. 
 

 

K4 Theologian 
Jody Bianchini 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
HOPE Christian Schools: Semper 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 7 

State Senate District 3 
 

We all have a student who is downright mischievous and yet totally irresistible. For me, that 
student is RJ. At the beginning of the year, RJ spent more time throwing tantrums under his 
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desk than learning in it. He whispered so many cruel words to his peers that he had to have a 
special table by himself. But now in March, I am simply amazed by the transformation that has 
occurred in RJ’s life, and the most remarkable thing is that its source is totally outside of me.  
 
Very few of our lessons captured the divergent attention of my young scholar, but there was 
something different about one lesson. I gained new insight and respect for a scholar who 
despite his apparent disinterest in all things academic, was incredibly focused on asking some 
of life’s big questions, ones that even the grown-ups haven’t come to fully understand.  
 
Jody Bianchini graduated from Northwestern University where she majored in social policy and 
minored in environmental policy and culture. Jody currently works as a four-year-old 
kindergarten teacher at HOPE Christian Schools: Semper, and she is a 1st year corps member 
of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

From Follower to Forerunner 
Shanice Borders 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
HOPE Christian Schools: Fortis 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 7 

State Senate District 3 
 

"I got thirteen!!!" Daryl looked into my eyes with pure joy as he read each of the sight words he'd 
won from our sight word game. I fought back tears as I listened to him read them to me. I gave 
him the biggest high five imaginable as I wore my invisible "Proud Mama" pin on shirt for the 
rest of the day. 
 
Now, in order to fully share in this joy with me, one must understand Daryl's story. Daryl came in 
as one of my lowest scholars academically. He knew his letters, sounds, and numbers. He 
could not read, write, add, or subtract. But there was something that was even more detrimental 
than his lack of preparation for first grade. Daryl was a coward. 
 
I remember the day I told him what that word meant. I said, "A coward is someone who isn't 
brave enough to show me what they know." I was referring to the fact that Daryl had been 
cheating. Talk after talk, I didn't seem to be getting through to him because he kept cheating. I 
had to make him really see that I mean what I said. 
 
"What's a coward?," I asked him. "Someone who isn't brave enough to show what they know," 
he answered back that day. 
 
From that day on, I've seen Daryl progress like no other scholar in my class. He has gone from 
not being able to read, to reading and a first grade level. He's stopped cheating. My relationship 
with him has gone from tolerable to gratifying. 
 
More importantly, Daryl has stopped being a coward. He know that he is loved and accepted. 
He has gone from being a follower to being a forerunner. I expect great things from Daryl. 
 
Shanice Borders graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where she majored in 
human development & family studies. Shanice currently works as a 1st grade teacher at HOPE 
Christian Schools: Fortis, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee. 
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Above All Relationships Matter 
Danielle Borja 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Rocketship Southside Community Prep 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 19 

State Senate District 7 
 

Entering as a first year, it is a first for almost everything. The first day of school, the first school 
dance, the first school conference and despite the firsts the relationships that I have built 
throughout this year are what drives me to do what I do every day. I teach four different classes 
and each of them have their own personalities and relationships. I have one class who is quite 
and independent workers, another class who has a strong team connection and class that 
entered with a dysfunctional distrusting relationship from previous class years. Initially getting to 
know all 80 of my students was one of the many challenges this year. But what has truly 
amazed me is the transformational change that I have witnessed in my classroom. I have a 
student who struggles academically and socially and can be labeled as a teacher's nightmare. 
But there was one day where he brought in not only his complete homework, but homework that 
showed above and beyond qualities of quality thorough mathematician work. I celebrated that 
moment with one of my classes and for a moment I saw my classroom celebrating him. It is 
great to see how the relationship I built with my students and with their peers has truly affected 
the learning capacity in my class. 
 
Danielle Borja graduated from the University of California, Irvine where she majored in 
international studies. Danielle currently works as a 3rd and 4th grade math teacher at 
Rocketship Southside Community Prep, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For 
America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Just Move On 
Octavio Brindis 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
CARMEN HS: South 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

During a meeting, we were discussing students that were failing. One of those students was the 
infamous Jose. I voiced my concerns and was told that he was one of those students that we 
should focus our energy on future lessons and not the past. Basically, I was being told to move 
on. I was STUBBORN. I refused to accept those words and allowed Jose to reassess. He 
proved everyone; wrong by improving his grade from an F to a B. The following day, the student 
walked in with a big smile telling himself that he would try his hardest to maintain his grade. I am 
so proud of him as he did not give up. 
 
Octavio Brindis graduated from Boston College where he majored in applied psychology & 
human development, sociology. Octavio currently works as a 10th grade American government 
teacher at CARMEN HS: South, and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee.  
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Overcoming Overwhelming Odds 
Megan Brodzik 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
CARMEN HS: South 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

AP Calculus is not an easy class. It is, in fact, probably the most difficult course that is offered at 
my school. Despite this, AP Calculus is also the largest class I teach with 21 students. These 
twenty one students are some of the most persistent people I know. Despite very difficult 
circumstances going on outside of the classroom in their homes and despite the rigor of an AP 
class, these students continue to push themselves and believe that they can achieve.  
Specifically, I think of Jose as one of these amazing students. Jose has had a difficult year. His 
mother passed away unexpectedly at the beginning of the year. Some students would have 
taken this as an opportunity to slack in school or even drop out. Jose took a week off of school 
and then came back stronger than ever. He always has a strong sense of perseverance and 
grit. Jose is one of my top performing AP students and currently holds a B in the class. He 
comes after school to discuss homework with me and even helps other students understand the 
material.  
 
Jose plans to attend Milwaukee School of Engineering next fall and major in mathematics. As 
his math teacher this makes me extremely proud. His grit inspires me when I am having rough 
days. I frequently think on those days “if Jose can be Jose, I can do this.” Although I like to think 
that I am somewhat of a mentor to him, he is just as big of a mentor to me. I cannot wait to see 
Jose’s impact on the world. 
 
Megan Brodzik graduated from Hobrart and William Smith Colleges where she majored in 
economics and minored in math & critical social studies. Megan currently works as an 11th and 
12th grade precalculus, AP calculus, and economics teacher at CARMEN HS: South, and she is 
a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

Standards of Love 
Amelia Bromirski 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
James Madison Academic Campus 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

All my students amaze me - some in good ways and others in not so good ways. When I think 
about choosing just one student, my student Taya (we will call her) comes to mind. Now Taya is 
a tough girl and in the beginning Taya and me really were not seeing eye to eye. She came late 
to class daily, disrupted class daily and rarely had any supplies. When it was time for the first 
assessment, I just didn’t see it really panning out well for Ms. Taya but was I in for a surprise. 
Although Taya came late to class the day of the assessment and had to borrow a pencil, she 
was able to complete the assessment and actually did pretty well on it too. After I graded her 
assessment, I decided I needed to figure Taya out or at least figure out how Taya could be 
successful in my class as well as others. I held Taya after class the day I returned the 
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assessments and just let her know how surprised and proud I was with her performance, I tried 
to explain to her that like all my students I hold them to high standards–one, because they are 
capable and two, because these standards will help them be successful. Being on time, taking 
class seriously and not disrupting others’ learning and having at least a pencil are things that 
Taya was more than capable of. I explained to Taya that those standards would still be in place 
tomorrow, but I was pleasantly surprised with her performance and I hoped to see it more often. 
Taya came to class the next day on time, and participated in class respectfully. Although she 
still doesn’t usually bring a pencil to class, Taya is preforming above and beyond her peers. 
Taya and I still have our battles, but usually Taya realizes I do what, I do because I care for and 
love her. 
 
Amelia Bromirski graduated from The College of Saint Rose where she majored in adolescent 
math education and minored in middle level education. Amelia currently works as a 9th grade 
algebra and math intervention teacher at James Madison Academic Campus, and she is a 1st 
year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

The Growth of Littles 
Merry Burton 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Bruce-Guadalupe Middle School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

Students amaze me, especially in the primary grades. Watching a student go from writing a few 
letters for a "sentence" to writing a story by the end of the year never ceases to impress me. 
Seeing kiddos light up when they realize they can read now is the bread and butter of my day. 
The best joy, however, is not just the ordinary growth of a 5 year old student, but the growth of a 
struggling one.  
 
Every year, there is at least one student that comes in struggling. This year it was Miguel. 
Miguel knew very few letters and none of his sounds. While other students were writing their full 
names, Miguel was writing the first 3 letters of his. He loved school, he worked hard, but it was 
very difficult for him. 
  
Then, midyear, all his patience and hard work paid off. The extra support he received at school 
and at home, combined with his cognitive development, finally clicked. He started recalling the 
knowledge he'd been practicing all year in leaps in and bounds. He seemed to learn 40 sight 
words "over night." He grew three reading levels, and went from writing a few letters to three 
readable sentences. When progress for a student develops like this, that is truly the best part of 
my job. 
 
Merry Burton graduated from Western Oregon University where she majored in early childhood 
& elementary education. Merry is currently works as a five-year-old kindergarten teacher at 
Bruce-Guadalupe Middle School, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee.  
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Facilitating Greatness 
Chris Cadogan 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
HOPE Christian Schools: Prima 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

Deception of teaching: taking, students to places they can not go on on their own. 
 
Definition of leading awakening: help students understand that they are fearfully and wonderfully 
made, this is innate imprinted on their very souls. 
 
My 7th grade student James taught me this. After spending hours on end with him, recording 
raps and street hymns. I watched him every Thursday afternoon do battle with his pad and pen. 
 
During class time he was an average student with a lot of heart, but music, music was his heart. 
I often thought to myself, only if he was as gifted at music as he was rapping. But.... what if rap 
group was an everyday thing? What if students had the opportunity to express and create 
greatness from 8-3:00.  
 
James still raps and makes greatness–I've tried to do a better job of getting his way. 
 
Chris Cadogan graduated from Central Michigan University where he majored in social studies 
and minored in history. Chris currently works as a 7th grade math teacher at HOPE Christian 
Schools: Prima, and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Advocating 
Julia Carian 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Wisconsin Conservatory of Lifelong Learning 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

A student who has amazed me this year is David. This is my second year working with David, a 
20-year-old student who will receive his high school completion certificate this year. David has a 
number of disabilities, but has emerged as a strong advocate for himself and his peers. David 
has also become very skilled in mentoring younger classmates and helping them reflect on their 
choices and decisions. 
 
Julia Carian graduated from the University of Chicago where she majored in political science. 
Julia currently works as a 9th-12th grade teacher at Wisconsin Conservatory of Lifelong 
Learning, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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Tranformational Learning 
Aisha Carr 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
James Madison Academic Campus 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

Just recently, six of my senior students were granted the opportunity to travel to Memphis, TN., 
to explore the Civil Rights Movement. We collectively raised over $5,000, which covered the 
student's transportation, lodging and food expenses during this week long journey. During this 
experience, my students visited the Civil Rights Museum, studied the history of the Civil Rights 
movement, and got the opportunity to experience first-hand, the struggles and harsh reality of 
racial disparities. My students were completely amazed by the treatments in which blacks 
endured simply to enjoy the same luxuries that blacks in today's society take for granted. This 
was a life changing experience for my students. At the conclusion of the field experience, my 
students approached me with the idea of developing a Civil Rights project in the Milwaukee 
community based on the theme civil disobedience. I am forever grateful and proud of my 
students for making the most of this experience. 
 
Aisha Carr graduated from Marian University of Fond Du Lac where she majored in social work. 
Aisha currently works as a 9th-12th grade English teacher at James Madison Academic 
Campus, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Matters of Size: A Reflection on Teaching and Humility 
Marco Castillo 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Audobon Middle School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

Teaching, I’ve heard it said, is an exercise in humility. I am short in stature; some of my 7th 
graders are taller and larger than I am; however, it is usually not their size that makes the 
teacher aphorism above true in my case. It is their broken little souls that expose my own 
fractured and inadequate self. The largeness of the vulnerability demanded by teaching makes 
my soul shrink…and I feel small.  
 
Ben (not his real name), one of my 7th graders, is one broken soul that has made me 
particularly aware of my inadequacies in “relationship building,” as we call the art of soul 
sharing. His father is in jail and his mother is ready to release him to the care of the State 
because she “can’t deal with him anymore.” Ben has, at different times, tried every thing short of 
physical aggression with me. He’s directed obscene gestures, yelled profanities, and laughed at 
me, slammed my classroom door, ignored me, mocked me, and ridiculed me; en fin, he seems 
to have no interest in any kind of relationship building with me no matter how hard I think I try. In 
fact, sometimes it feels like the harder I try the more his antagonism grows. Often I make 
attempts to seize a difficult situation and turn it into a teachable moment for him only to find that 
I actually further fan the flame of his fury. The situation eventually becomes a teachable 
moment, indeed…for me, not for him: I reluctantly learn about my ineptness...and I feel small.  
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There are several barriers to winning Ben’s trust. One of them is time. Simply put, soul sharing 
takes time. But grades and evaluations don’t wait. There’s seems to be little time for any thing 
non-academic in this standard-based-grading, teach-to-the-test, not-a-minute-wasted 
environment in which our school moves. I wonder if I'll ever "win him over." How long will it? A 
year? Two? Five? It is easy to say that relationships are important, but it is hard to truly commit 
to what it takes to live that out; hard for organizations, for districts, for schools to commit to it. It 
is especially hard for individuals, for me, to commit to it. And as I face the magnitude of 
commitment, I feel small.  
 
I remember one epiphanic moment with Ben. We are in the hallway. He is extremely angry with 
another student. I try to calm him down to keep him from going to blows with his classmate. I 
think I am getting somewhere with him in my attempts to sooth his wrath, when suddenly he 
raises his head, gets his face inches away from mine, and, with tears streaming down his 
cheeks and rage in his eyes, he yells at me, “You don’t know me! You don’t know what I’ve 
been through! You don’t understand!” The words pierce me sharply, and echo in my ears long 
after he's done screaming them at me. I feel a hollowness in my chest and a knot in my throat. 
He is right. I don’t know him. I don’t know what he’s been through. I don’t understand. It is 
humbling, and even painful at times, to admit that you don’t understand. Inadvertently and in a 
near-whisper, almost escaping my notice, the words "You are right, I am sorry, I don't 
understand...." fall from lips like a drop of dew from a leaf. And I feel small. So I quietly decide, 
right there and then, to grow my empathy, to work on understanding, rather than being 
understood, even as I also long to be understood. 
 
As I reflect on my relationship with Ben, I can’t deny the fact that he’s often the source of great 
stress and anxiety in my life. He often crushes my enthusiasm for teaching. He’s made me 
question over and over if I am “cut out for this.” Yet, as I take a closer look at the growth, little as 
it seems, that I have seen in both of us, I am compelled to acknowledge with a sense of 
gratitude that my relationship with Ben has also led me to more honest self-awareness as a 
teacher. It’s helped me see my weaknesses in the art of soul sharing and in the art of teaching. I 
am grateful for Ben because it’s often been through retrospective looks at the rawness of our 
confrontations that I have seen more clearly blatant areas of growth in my life. Ben has made 
me much more intentional in my teaching, more sensitive in my use of words, and more 
purposeful in my interactions; he is constantly testing my commitment to this vocation. He keeps 
the ever-present struggle to balance empathy and accountability real and relevant in my 
teaching. I reflect. I feel grateful. 
 
Marco Castillo graduated from Cardinal Stritch University where he majored in international 
ministries. Marco currently works as a 6th and 7th grade math teacher at Audobon Middle 
School, and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

Leave It To Beaver 
David Castillo 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Pulaski High School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

The student I will be writing about is Ashanti. She unfortunately is no longer a student of mine 
since she decided to transfer to a different school. Nonetheless, of all the students I worked 
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with, she is the one that has impressed me the most. She has great leadership skills, possesses 
a maturity level not typical of most kids her age (16), and is very driven. Prior to utilizing me as a 
resource, she was unaware of the college process. Along with the after school tutoring I provide 
for students struggling in the course, she reluctantly requested a favor. Her reluctance was due 
to feeling she was being inconsiderate in doing so. This favor consisted of compiling resources 
for her of colleges. I made a packet for her, and within two weeks, she had researched all the 
colleges of Wisconsin plus one college for every state. Additionally, she also researched 
undergraduate majors. All this meant more questions, which I did not mind answering. I share 
this because this speaks volumes about Ashanti. Although this is a generalized statement that is 
not true for all urban high schools, it is safe to say that it possibly is true for most: professional 
staff do not prioritize or provide resources in regards to the college admissions process. To put 
simply, they are not making information our students need and do not know, accessible. The 
simple act of providing Ashanti that led to her initiative. The last time we spoke, she said she 
has plans to attend the University of Wisconsin–Madison and is also considering going to a 
college out of state. 
 
David Castillo graduated from the University of California, Riverside where he majored in 
sociology. David currently works as a 9th-12th grade special education teacher at Pulaski High 
School, and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Kindness and Responsibility 
Alexis Chamberlin 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee College Prep: Lloyd 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

As I began developing my vision for my second year of teaching fourth grade, I reflected about 
the most essential character traits for my students to embody. After much thought, I decided 
upon responsibility and kindness; with those two traits, anything can be accomplished. As I 
envisioned these traits being put into action, I imagined students coming to class prepared, 
completing their homework, speaking politely, and respecting themselves, others and property; 
however, this school year I have been taught more about the power of kindness and 
responsibility by my students than I could have ever taught them. 
 
Trent is a student in our class who has high-functioning Autism Spectrum Disorder and receives 
Special Education instruction from an alternative curriculum. As a result, he often performs 
tasks independently from the rest of the scholars for at least 80% of the school day. The first 
couple of months of school, this became extremely concerning for me as Trent, who was 
described in third grade as full of joy and optimism, often seemed frustrated and discouraged in 
our fourth grade class. After several conversations with Trent and his mother, we drew the 
conclusion that Trent often felt ostracized or bored, due to the overwhelming amount of 
independent tasks. 
 
To assist Trent become more involved in the classroom community, we began to partner him 
with a ‘buddy’ who he could go to for help on assignments or ask questions as needed. 
Although the intention was for Trent to feel more supported and included, the results were far 
more profound than I could have ever imagined. As the students in the class realized that we 
were making an intentional effort to include Trent in our classroom community, they began to 
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show a sense of kindness and responsibility that was unforeseen. Over the weeks and months, 
Trent’s sense of positivity and joy were renewed. He began participating in whole-group 
instruction – and performing well above grade level! Where he was once several grade levels 
behind, his mid-year NWEA MAP test scores in math surpassed the national fourth grade 
scores. He, as well as other students, began initiating friendships and relationships with one 
another at recess and in class. Other students helped to ensure he had his materials at all 
times, answered any questions he had, and respectfully reminded him of expectations when he 
would accidentally shout out or interrupt instruction.  
 
What began as a simple buddy system to ensure on-task behavior and social interaction 
became a lesson to me on the importance of fostering relationships and high expectations for 
each and every student, regardless of ability or disability. I’ve also learned that as young as nine 
years old, the importance of human connection, kindness, and responsibility for oneself and 
others is pervasive and are incredibly powerful, necessary components of fostering change in 
our communities – both in the classroom and beyond. 
 
Alexis Chamberlin graduated from the University of California, San Diego where she majored in 
human development. Alexis currently works as a 4th grade math, social studies, science, 
grammar and writing teacher at Milwaukee College Prep: Lloyd, and she is a 2nd year corps 
member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Breaking Down the 4 Walls of a Classroom 
Kyle Charters 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Collegiate Academy 
U.S. Congressional District 4 

State Assembly District 8 
State Senate District 3 

 
I was told I was going to teach a pullout math class, 
Their labels say four students with cognitive disabilities, one student with autism, and I was to 
"boost their skills" to pass. 
And that's where it all started... 
Now, my kids are Hip Hop so I had to pay tribute to, and acknowledge, their culture. 
African-Americans in the inner city consuming their history like some vultures. 
We talked about Hip Hop's five elements and studied Black America's history, 
An epic final project to come? During tough times felt just like a wish to me…  
Wait what kind of class is this that I teach? 
Sure doesn't sound like math, was I extending beyond my reach? 
While we studied their culture, we created a classroom culture of our own,  
What was to come of this room, no one could have ever known. 
We were just adding and subtracting, could we accomplish a project so big? 
Now we're solving algebraic equations, who’s to doubt what we all did? 
They’ve named this city’s problems and they want to make a change, 
It’s time to take it beyond the walls, this is bigger than a grade.  
While #GreaterTogether may have passed, it’s always present for my five, 
They want to bring our school together and talk about their lives. 
What can they do? They are the youth? But Selma lit a spark, 
They’ll rally their peers and school and find a way to leave their mark. 
Now the final project lingers and they’re trying to find their route, 
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Now go back to their “labels”… 
Who are you to doubt? 
 
Kyle Charters graduated from Ithaca College where he majored in television/radio and minored 
in coaching, sport studies, and sport & exercise psychology. Kyle currently works as a 9th-12th 
grade special education teacher at Milwaukee Collegiate Academy, and he is a 2nd year corps 
member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

One Student Can Make All the Difference 
Julissa Chavez 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Audobon Middle School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

As my second year of teaching is coming to an end, I often find myself reflecting on how many 
unique students I have had the opportunity to work with. While all of my students are very 
different and have varied strengths, each year I have had two or three students that seem to 
always go above and beyond my expectations. These students are intrinsically motivated and 
produce work of the upmost quality, all while being humble and more than willing to help those 
around them. This year, Yanira is without a doubt one of these exceptional students that 
amazes me each and every day, both inside and outside of the classroom.  
 
I remember the very first day of this school year, as my students and I were completing a get to 
know each other activity, a fellow classmate exclaimed that Yanira was going to be “the first 
female president.” When she giggled and brushed it off, I thought it may have been a running 
joke in the group. I quickly found out why many of her classmates regard her as the “the first 
female president.” Yanira is a brilliant student that always does more than is asked of her. She 
is passionate about learning and excels in every content area, producing advanced quality work 
according to standards based grading. She is an active participant, eager to learn more and 
share her knowledge with others, and has displayed great leadership potential at her young 
age. As an 8th grader, Yanira is currently a Where Everyone Belongs Mentorship Program 
leader, facilitating programming with our school’s 6th graders to promote successful transition 
into the middle school community. She is now applying for Marquette University’s Summer 
Youth Institute Law Program, which is a highly selective program that allows incoming high 
school students an introduction to the legal system, exposes them to careers in law, and 
provides them with practical tools for achieving their educational goals such as mentorship with 
professionals in the field. She is so dedicated to her academics and overall success that she 
even put her health second this year when she was told she has a medical condition that 
requires frequent visits to the hospital and convinced her mother and doctor that she had to 
postpone her necessary visits in order to avoid missing school. To say that I am impressed by 
Yanira and her strong work ethic would be an understatement. Yanira and students similar to 
her motivate me to do my best as a teacher and make sure that I offer my students as many 
possibilities as I can to foster and develop their passion for lifelong learning. 
 
Julissa Chavez graduated from Carleton College where she majored in biology. Julissa currently 
works as an 8th grade science and social studies teacher at Audobon Middle School, and she is 
a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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A Personal Transformation 
Vincent Chen 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Hmong American Peace Academy - IPA 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

I have had the pleasure last year of teaching Krystal mathematics for the past two years. Krystal 
is a passionate student with a strong sense of responsibility and maturity. She possesses a 
strong moral compass for service, and I have been very proud to see Krystal take ownership of 
her education, consistently reflecting upon her weaknesses and improving upon them.  
 
Throughout the past one and a half years, I have seen Krystal grow remarkably in her 
confidence. Through several conversations with Krystal, I learned that she had often discredited 
her mathematics abilities in the past. This was apparent in class last year, as it was extremely 
difficult to ask Krystal to share her answers and to participate in class; however, at the 
beginning of this school year, Krystal found the courage to volunteer and share her thoughts on 
a particular mathematics problem with the entire class. Having seen her lack of confidence the 
previous year, I was elated when Krystal volunteered in class. This new courage and 
confidence, coupled with her willingness to spend time seeking assistance after school, has 
sharpened Krystal’s mathematical abilities. More importantly, it displayed Krystal’s capacity for 
self-evaluation and her willingness to act upon the weaknesses she finds. 
  
Krystal’s dedication to growing herself through constant self-reflection and analysis reflects a 
mature commitment to scholarship. Krystal’s growth during the time I had to teach her was more 
than just academic; this personal journey developed her as a future leader. She recently 
received a scholarship covering 85% of her tuition for the next four years of college, and I am 
excited to see her harness her newfound strengths and continue to grow in confidence through 
her next academic phase. Her transformation has been nothing short of amazing, and will serve 
as an inspiration to me and to those who get to hear her story. 
 
Vincent Chen graduated from Northwestern University where he majored in statistics & 
biochemistry. Vincent currently works as a 10th-12th grade math teacher at Hmong American 
Peace Academy, and he is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

He Reads 
Monica Cherry 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Destiny High School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

I currently teach upper level English classes at Destiny High School. When first starting, I had 
no idea what I was doing: what if my students struggled with reading? What if they had no 
writing experience? How could I encourage my students to go to college even when I believed 
that many of them were not college ready? I jumped right in assigning informational texts, short 
stories, letters, essays, etc…, all to, hopefully, close the reading gap at my school. One day 
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Chris, a funny and entertaining student of mine, approached me during a reading assignment 
and told me that he has problems with reading comprehension. This struggle came as a 
surprise to me because Chris would often read out loud and participate in class discussions. 
Chris was both honest and humble about his disabilities and asked that I give him more work so 
that he could prepare for college. Again, I had no idea what I was going to do for this kid.  
I began to give Chris small reading exercises that he would take home and complete. When he 
returned to school, I would ask him to tell me what his reading was about. 2/5 times he was able 
to do so. Chris made it a habit to come every day after school. He would come for reading, 
however, he would often come to clean up my classroom, hang out with friends, and get other 
homework done. 
 
At Barnes and Noble one day, I decided to grab a couple books for my classroom: The Giver, 
When the Game Stands Tall, and The Blind Side. One day Chris decided to take one of these 
books home. In the weeks to come, I would catch him reading during class time, reading at 
lunch, and coming after school to read. In the past three months, Chris has read over four 
books. He even gets excited and asks me questions during and after class about the books he’s 
reading. I laugh because he is completely engaged in these books (and sometimes, not on the 
class material). Chris has been doing exponentially better in my classroom and has improved in 
both English and Social Studies classes. 
 
Monica Cherry graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee where she majored in 
English and minored in communication. Monica currently works as an 11th and 12th grade 
English teacher at Destiny High School, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For 
America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Never Doubt the Quiet Ones 
Emmelyn Clarkson 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Math & Science Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

The beginning of my school year was overwhelming. I had a lot of students and a lot of 
challenges, things seemed so daunting, I wasn't sure if I could continue, and I certainly wasn't 
sure if my students were learning. Most of my students were very social and had a lot of 
personality, but one of my students was quiet, always quiet. I worried he wasn't hearing or 
understanding things I said. I talked to his mom and she said that he had much older siblings 
and had learned to entertain himself, so this might explain things. Try as I might, it was difficult 
to get him out of his shell, but with work and communication I saw progress–he sang along to 
classroom songs and became more smiley than ever. But still, I was unsure–was he really 
learning? Mid-year assessment time rolled around and the same little boy who knew only t3 
upper case letters at the beginning of the year, now knew 22 upper case letters and 22 lower 
case letters.  
 
This experience made me begin to reflect on my own educational experiences. I too was the 
quiet student; I made my needs known, but not much else. It took teachers getting to know me 
and giving me a chance for my potential to be realized. And this is perhaps the reason why I 
chose this profession–to be a voice for the quiet ones and see their potential, just as my 
teachers had taken the time to see mine. Often times in this profession, it can be easy to focus 
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on the challenges. But I say, take the time to focus on the quiet ones, in spite of all of the 
challenges. This student reminds me every day of why I am here. So when his aunt came to his 
parent teacher conferences this spring, just to say she had to meet the teacher her quiet 
nephew adored so much, all of the challenges seemed obsolete. This is what teaching is about; 
the relationships we make with our students–with this, ANYTHING can happen. This is where 
real learning starts. 
 
Emmelyn Clarkson graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee where she majored 
in community engagement & education. Emmelyn currently works as a four-year old 
kindergarten teacher at Milwaukee Math & Science Academy, and she is a 1st year corps 
member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Developing Leaders: Opportunities to Increase Student Efficacy Through Social 
Discourse 

Robert Coburn 
Teach For America - Milwaukee 

CARMEN HS: Northwest 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

When I started my work for Teach For America 18 months ago, I didn’t think I’d be here. As I 
finish my 2nd year I can say, without a hint of hesitation: I cannot imagine leaving my students 
in June.  
 
The overwhelming joys of a 2nd year teacher are a collection of subtleties combining to form a 
massive improvement in day to day operations and general classroom efficiency. We’re told as 
much throughout our first year, as if year 2 is the light at the end of the abyss that can be a 
teacher’s first 9 months running a classroom. “It will get easier, you will get immensely better 
from year 1 to year 2” was the common refrain. 
 
What was mentioned less, however, was the profound way in which the students grow from 
year to year. That, without a doubt, has been the greatest joy I've experienced this year. 
Watching the freshmen I taught last year, who performed their share of hijinks and juvenile 
antics, grow so much in their sophomore year fills me up with satisfaction and joy. I noticed this 
palpable change early; in an attempt to harness this new found maturity, I started the initiative 
I’m most proud of in my sophomore English classes: Project Lead the Classroom.  
 
Project Lead the Classroom (LtC) was made to enhance student ownership in our English class, 
and augment student efficacy. In early September, students were charged with signing up for a 
Friday between September and the end of November with a partner, where they would be 
responsible for leading a discussion on a social issue that was pertinent to them. They needed 
to find an article by the Tuesday before their presentation, and produce discussion questions 
(using question stems provided by me) by Wednesday. I would meet with the presenting pair on 
the Thursday before to review what they would talk about, and foresee any student 
misconceptions so that come Friday, the two students were ready to conduct a 40 minute 
discussion with their peers on something that interested them.  
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Lead the Classroom was an enthralling success. I looked forward to every Friday, watching 
students present on issues ranging from police brutality, to the impacts of social media, to 
whether or not speech should be regulated. It’s been fascinating to watch students take 
ownership in their topic, speak confidently, with expertise, on their issue, and encourage their 
reluctant classmates so vehemently to participate in the dialogue.  
 
While year 2 is a year of tremendous growth for teachers, student growth has been far more 
cathartic to watch. My students have seized ownership of our classroom, and changed the way 
in which they view their role as a learner. I’m infinitely proud of the way that LtC has fostered 
their growth, with all credit going to each student’s ability to find the leader within themselves. 
 
Robert Coburn graduated from DePaul University where he majored in English literature. Robert 
currently works as a 9th and 10th grade world literature teacher at CARMEN HS: Northwest, 
and he is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Creating Choices for the Future 
Catherine Cwirla 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Carver Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

Teach For America has pushed me beyond what I perceived as my limits, as well as pushed my 
students beyond what they perceived to be theirs. The school I work at is in transformation. It is 
one of the lowest-performing schools in the district. The school has a lot of challenges including 
poverty, limited guardian access, lack of resources, and low attendance. The value I hold most 
close to my heart is enabling my students to have choice in their futures. I want my students to 
defy the statistics that their population so often places them. My students began the school year 
not knowing what college was and what they needed to do to get there. Each and every day, my 
students engage in academic discourse about their future goals and what they can do each day 
to ensure they reach those goals. These goals my students articulate themselves including 
increasing their attendance to 95% or higher, demonstrating integrity throughout the building, 
and pushing themselves to achieve 80% or higher on their math and reading exit tickets. 
Further, they know their areas of improvement for MAP reading and math and know their spring 
target goals. In reading and math intervention time, my students use their target cards and self-
assessment worksheets to continually reflect on their work and how it will set them up for 
success in high school and beyond.  
  
When I think of a success story, I think of my student Timothy. Timothy came into the seventh 
grade lacking the confidence in himself and his academics to participate in class. Additionally, 
Timothy had struggles in managing his emotions. He would often become angry at a slight 
offense, and engage in physically and verbally aggressive behavior. Over the year, I established 
a strong relationship with Timothy in order to show him that I love him and want him to be 
successful. He began to see that I believed in him and would do whatever it takes to help him 
manage his emotions and raise his reading and math levels. Now, Timothy is one of the 
strongest participators in my class and consistently strives to better his academics and 
behavior. He now knows his boundaries and knows the steps to take to control his emotions. 
Timothy has begun to build the blocks needed to have the future he wants and to get the 
university he dreams of going to. He does not fear making mistakes in class and serves as an 
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excellent leader in the classroom. Timothy gained five points on his MAP Reading Test, and 
three points on his MAP Math test this winter. I know that Timothy will continue to make these 
academic gains in the spring MAP assessment and one day will get the freedom to choose what 
path he takes in his life. 
 
Catherine Cwirla graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where she majored in 
legal studies & theatre and drama and minored in criminal justice. Catherine currently works as 
a 7th grade teacher at Carver Academy, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For 
America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

Never Give Up 
Jabez Deacon 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee College Prep: North 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

Everyday I step foot into Milwaukee College Prep Lola Rowe North I am amazed by what I see. 
Formerly, Young Leaders Academy, not only is the school and staff transforming, but so are the 
students. The culture is different and the curriculum is different but the kids remain the same. 
The same kids who have been behind in many subjects are making significant improvements in 
their testing scores and ultimately their life trajectory. One girl in particular, Breanna, I could not 
be more proud of. Outgoing, never shy to crack a joke about her teacher, but always pushing 
the best to be she can be, Breanna has what it takes to go to college and beyond with her hard 
work and perseverance. Coming in, she was really low in all of her scores. Her fall MAP scores 
were showing that she was severely behind with a score of 141. The mean score for someone 
of Breanna’s age is a 189. In the classroom, it showed that somewhere down the line, the 
school system had failed Breanna. She struggled in just about every subject when she first 
arrived a few weeks into the school year and her mother informed me that previous schools 
talked about retention for Breanna. While this once seemed like an inevitable, Breanna never 
gave up on herself nor did her mother or myself. She has shown significant growth in her MAP 
testing with a score in the 160s and I am confident that this just the beginning. While still behind, 
Breanna has shown increased confidence to the point where she will raise her hand before a 
question is even asked. Once the question is asked, she takes her time and answers to the best 
of her ability and will work to find answers she did not get the first time. I am so proud and 
amazed by Breanna’s ability to shine in the classroom both socially and academically. The fact 
that she never gives up on herself when other people may have shows that she has what it 
takes to not only get back to grade level in a timely fashion, but someday accomplish both her 
dreams of being a entertainer and a college graduate of UW-Madison. 
 
Jabez Deacon graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where he majored in 
political science & sociolog. Jabez currently works as a 3rd grade teacher at Milwaukee College 
Prep: North, and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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Osvaldo the Historian 
Lazaro Edwards 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Bruce-Guadalupe Middle School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

Last year I worked at Bruce Guadalupe Middle School as a Teacher’s Assistant. This year I am 
teaching 7th and 8th grade social studies, and the experience I gained from last year as an 
assistant has been invaluable. During my first year I was able to get to know many students 
from all grades and ages, which has really helped my transition into this year. 
 
As a teaching assistant I covered for classes when people were out, and this is where I met 
Osvaldo, a 6th grader at the time. The 6th graders were by far the most boisterous of the groups 
that I worked with, and Osvaldo was getting into a lot of trouble to begin the year. It wasn’t soon 
after that I first saw his father come into the school for a conference regarding Osvaldo’s work 
ethic and behavior. After the conference I could see that his father really cared about Osvaldo, 
and that he was invested in doing whatever he could to help him become more comfortable in 
the classroom. 
 
After the conference I began to see a change in Osvaldo. Before the conference he seemed to 
be more of a follower than a leader. We started to become closer, and we would greet each 
other in the hallways, but it wasn’t until this year that I would actually get to teach Osvaldo daily. 
When the year started I was anxious to see how his behavior had changed. I heard a lot from 
other teachers about how he would disrupt the class and what not, which did make me a bit 
nervous. 
 
It was just a few weeks after the beginning of the school year where I realized that Osvaldo is 
an exceptional student. From the beginning he participated, and gave his all for me. He by far 
has been the best 7th grade student in his class, and can be counted on to be a leader in the 
classroom. In group settings he always helps lead the discussion, and he has done a great job 
at lifting the performance of those around him. After the first semester I gave the class a survey 
and on his he told me about how much he loves history and how I am an awesome teacher. 
This really made my day and made me feel great about the work that I have been putting in this 
year.  
 
In his other classes he still struggles a bit, but this is not the case in my class. At conferences it 
was awesome to be able to give his family good news. His younger sister has gotten to know 
me as well from the conferences and she looks excited to one day be one of my students. 
Osvaldo has been doing great, and it was awesome to tell his father this because I know he 
really cares about his son’s performance. 
 
Lazaro Edwards graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee where he majored in 
history and minored in Spanish. Lazaro currently works as a 7th and 8th grade social studies 
teacher at Bruce-Guadalupe Middle School, and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For 
America-Milwaukee.  
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All It Takes is One 
Jenna Eilinger 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
CARMEN HS: South 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

Since the day I walked into my classroom, I have spouted on about connecting math to real 
world contexts until I’ve been blue in the face. I knew that Algebra would never mean anything 
to my students unless they started seeing its relevance in the real world. What good are 
formulas and strategies if they never walk outside of the four walls of my classroom? 
 
I was meticulous. For each lesson I put just as much effort into how I could play the math into 
my students’ lives as I did into how I could actually teach the math. I would even pretend that 
my hours of meticulous planning were really just "a-ha" moments of mathematical inspiration 
during class. I desperately wanted students to see that math was so relevant that it didn’t even 
need to be planned into math class! 
 
By mid-November I felt like I was fighting a losing battle. I became discouraged when my 
students didn't seem to have similar "a-ha moments." It felt like the one thing that I had been 
striving for had finally become a lost cause. 
 
Then it happened. 
 
It was the first bitter cold day in November. The walk into the school building left me wishing I 
had just stayed in bed. I felt like it was not going to be my day. As I was sitting at my desk, 
grading quizzes from the week prior, one of my students, Marilyn, waltzed into my room and 
said, “Ms. E, did you know that you can use Algebra outside of school? Last week, my brother 
borrowed $10 from me and I told him I was going to charge him interest – it was going to be 50 
cents for every day that he didn’t give it back. So I was thinking, there’s this shirt that I really 
want to buy and it’s, like, $20 and I was wondering how long it would have to take for my brother 
to owe me the whole $20 - so I wrote an equation to figure it out!” 
 
The thing is, it wasn't just me. I could hear Marilyn later that morning in her advisory telling her 
friends about how math really is a thing that happens outside of classroom 317. I could hear her 
again during her Algebra class – she gave everyone a speech – and then later I heard 
whisperings of Marilyn's story during my 6th hour class. In one day, with one story, Marilyn was 
able to do what I had been trying to do for months. She made math matter to her fellow students 
and she made it real in the very way that I was beginning to think I had imagined. All it took was 
one story on one bitter cold November day for Marilyn to reinvigorate not only her fellow 
students' thirst for math, but my own as well. 
 
Jenna Eilinger graduated from the University of Notre Dame where she majored in 
mathematics, ancient Greek & Roman civilizations. Jenna currently works as a 9th grade 
algrebra teacher at CARMEN HS: South, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For 
America-Milwaukee.  
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Kaleena is Amazing 
Stephen Ellis 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
HOPE Christian Schools: Semper 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

Kaleena is amazing. She arrived this year as a second grader who had received a good deal of 
Title I services in the first grade, and she tested into one of the lowest reading groups. Despite 
her difficulty in reading, new students had arrived at the school who were far below grade level 
and needed all the extra attention they could get. Kaleena, therefore, could not continue to 
receive her Title I services this year. Her struggle began as just that—a struggle. She did not 
love her small reading group, she zoned out in math, and her first round of testing showed 
minimal growth. 
 
But then something changed.  
 
Kaleena started to see improvement. She started to really understand one concept in math, and 
that understanding snowballed into the next, and the next! She became more confident in front 
of the class, she participated in guided practice, and she began helping other students. Because 
of her success in math, she brought her determination to the reading group. She came prepared 
and focused every day, read her story confidently (asking questions along the way), and grew 
dramatically on her DRA test. When it was time to take her MAP test, she told me she was 
going to crush her goal, and she did. I would like to say that my teaching and leadership in the 
classroom was a major factor in her progress, but in the end, it was her own determination, her 
goal-setting, and her belief that she could improve that brought her to the point she is at right 
now. The second grader who came in well-below grade level can no longer be mistaken for a 
shy, struggling, unmotivated student. Kaleena is amazing. 
 
Stephen Ellis graduated from the University of Washington where he majored in history & 
political science and minored in international studies. Stephen currently works as a 2nd grade 
teacher at HOPE Christian Schools: Semper, and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For 
America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Tiny Torment 
Hannah Ellison 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Pierce Elementary 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

Everyone at Pierce Elementary knows Ana. In the first months of teaching, I thought she was 
my secret torment, a kindergartener the size of a fifth grader who barrels through my classroom 
on a daily basis spitting out curse words and toppling shelves. She has a sweet side, too, 
smiling demurely at me as she says, “I love you, Ms. Ellison,” “You’re my friend, Ms. Ellison,” 
“I’m a cat, meow, Ms. Ellison;” but this sweetness is radically juxtaposed with a fiery temper, a 
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dangerous physical aggression, and an unfortunate disregard of social norms, as her bottom is 
most always peeking rosily above her stretch pants. 
 
Tucked away in my corner of the school, one of only three bilingual classrooms in a majority 
monolingual school, I shut the door at the end of the school day with a heavy breath, believing 
that Ana was mine for the long haul, a tiny terror trapped within my classroom’s walls. This 
disconnectedness from my school is my primary battle this first year, as I face an administration 
that frequently forgets that I teach only in Spanish and a principal who has been in my 
classroom once this entire year. With this lack of support, I was in distress, wondering how to 
plan for my kindergarteners and first graders, meet administrative demands, and navigate the 
world of Ana all on my own. 
 
Yet strangely, Ana became my bridge to working in partnership with my school. It wasn’t long 
before Ana made herself known at Pierce Elementary, walking like a cat down the hallways, 
throwing all the coats and backpacks off the hooks in the hallways, and screaming on her way 
to music class. 
 
 “That little girl, with the saggy pants, she’s yours, isn’t she?”  
 “Do you teach that one student who thinks she’s a cat?” 
 “Ana—isn’t she something!” 
 
Soon, the school psychologist was in my room on a daily basis, teachers were offering to pull 
Ana from my class, and even the principal popped his head in more than once a week. My 
classroom became a presence at Pierce, even though it was marked by a single child out of 
sixteen in my room. I still face challenges as a first year teacher with minimal support, but I am 
beginning to feel that my students are known at their school, and all because of the tiny torment 
that used my classroom as her playground in the first months. 
 
Hannah Ellison graduated from Columbia University where she majored in Hispanic studies. 
Hannah currently works as a five-year old kindergarten and 1st grade teacher at Pierce 
Elementary, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

The Gift of Building Relationships 
Diamonique Felder 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee College Prep: Lloyd 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
 

There are some students who touch your life in ways that you can never imagine. Students who 
do not even realize that they are having an impact on you. For me, this is a student that I am 
teaching this year. After graduating college in May, I set out to teach at my old elementary and 
middle school, Milwaukee College Preparatory School. This was the ideal choice for a first time 
teaching experience, which allowed my enthusiasm and passion to really shine forth; however, I 
did not count on the class I end up encountering this year. My students were a rough bunch to 
say the least, a combination of scholars who scaled from challenging behaviors, laziness, and a 
lack of self-motivation and determination. Still I was positive that I could make a difference. I 
realized that I could not change everyone so I focused my attention on a few scholars who I 
really wanted to see tap into their leadership potential and their ability to be their very best. Of 
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course, no class is complete without a ringleader. Apparently Myjanei found pleasure in just 
driving people crazy. There was no logical reason for the way she behaved. She was an extra 
challenge in a room full of challenges. Her level of influence was so great that I had to maximize 
it and use it to my advantage. Therefore, I looked at how she was as a negative leader and 
turned those things into positive leadership opportunities. Through building a relationship with 
this scholar I have seen a quick turnaround, she speaks more positively to her classmates, she 
is a great helper, and she is much more respectful to adults and herself. Without building solid 
relationships it is hard to do damage control, because you don’t know what they need to be 
successful. Therefore, you have to look into their eyes and understand the potential, rather than 
the current position. 
 
Diamonique Felder graduated from Spelman College where she majored in psychology pre-
med. Diamonique currently works as a 3rd grade reading teacher at Milwaukee College Prep: 
Lloyd, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

A Sense of Pride and Accomplishment 
Sydney Fine 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Rocketship Southside Community Prep 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
 

I have a student who came into this school year extremely low in literacy and math. Many of my 
students are ELL, and therefore, many of them excel more in math than in literacy. This student, 
however, struggles more in math than in ELA. Every day I watch him grapple with the content 
that we are learning and every day I see his persistence.  
 
One of the ways that this student inspires me is through his intrinsic motivation. He has set 
goals for himself to increase his fluency in his multiplication fast facts and to complete his math 
homework every night. In the beginning of the year, this student never received a one hundred 
percent on his math exit tickets. Around December, however, he started receiving some of the 
highest scores on exit tickets in the class. He told me he wanted to be on the Exit Ticket Wall of 
Excellence and he made his vision come true.  
 
Recently, we had benchmark testing. This benchmark is extremely rigorous and long. It takes 
great stamina and persistence to get through it. I watched this student work relentlessly on a 
single problem. After filling up lots of boxes on his scratch paper and doing multiple 
investigations he finally said, “I get it!” Although he should not have shouted this out loud during 
testing, his face was so happy and full of pride due to his accomplishment and persistence. 
As a first year teacher I am thankful to my school for creating an expectation for teachers to 
push students to be persistent in their work and goals. My students are able to see that hard 
work pays off. Although my student has developed persistence and is getting closer to being on 
grade level, the greatest thing that he has gained is a sense of independence and confidence in 
his ability to problem solve. And that is power. 
 
Sydney Fine graduated from the University of Michigan-Ann Arbor where she majored in 
anthropology & screen arts and cultures. Sydney currently works as a 5th grade literacy and 
math teacher at Rocketship Southside Community Prep, and she is a 1st year corps member of 
Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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The Spelling Bee 
Elizabeth Fisher 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
CARMEN HS: Northwest 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
 

My first year of teaching special education has lead me to really appreciate the small victories 
within the school day. One of my students, EJ, was a very timid learner and struggled with 
confidence. Frequently, he would shut down when told to make a correction on an assignment 
or throw a fit when he felt embarrassed. One day, there was an announcement for a city wide 
spelling bee for middle school students. He quickly became interested and asked me to help 
him study. We practiced after school on 6th grade level words. He was frustrated with the 
process and threatened to give up multiple times. I did not think he was going to stay with his 
commitment. 
 
I talked to his mother one day after school and she expressed how proud she was in him. She 
said that she thought it was a joke when he said he wanted to participate and that he would 
have never done something like this in the past. After that conversation, I encouraged him to 
participate nonstop. The day of the spelling bee, he was so nervous at school and could hardly 
focus on the task in front of him. He kept sneaking his spelling list into everything he did.  
Finally, it was time for the spelling bee. He competed against fifteen other 6th grade students. I 
sat with his mother and we cheered him on. Unfortunately, he missed the first word that was 
given to him. We were nervous for his reaction to being out right away, but he came and sat 
down between us all smiles. He said he was so proud of himself for just trying! I was blown 
away at this huge step for someone like EJ. He worked hard and even though he did not win, it 
was a massive confidence boost for him. He changed after that spelling bee he does not have 
meltdowns due to lack of confidence and he is excited about school! 
 
Elizabeth Fisher graduated from Ball State University where she majored in special education & 
elementary education. Elizabeth currently works as a 6th grade special education teacher at 
CARMEN HS: Northwest, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee.  
 

 

9th Grade Forever 
Joseph Gallagher 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
School of Technical Career Education 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
 

On 1/27/15, a student put his hands on me. Not as he had so many times before, in the usual, 
physically aggressive way. He gave me a hug. He smiled the sweetest smile with his rarely 
seen gap-toothed grin. That day, he became a 10th grader and could shed the name some 
peers had given him, 9th Grade Forever. This student, who I will call ER, did not progress to the 
10th grade after his freshman year. ER didn't pass enough classes to earn the necessary 5 
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credits to be considered a sophomore, even with a schedule of all but 2 classes in the special 
education setting.  
 
At the start of this school year students in my self-contained behavior unit were "pushed in," or 
reintegrated, to the general education setting. Some students hadn't been outside of a self-
contained classroom for six years. This was done to the dismay of a few individuals, who did not 
think students with emotional and behavior disabilities belonged in classes with their general 
education peers. My students still receive services in the special education setting one to two 
times each day, working on transition skills, behavior management, and career exploration. 
When they have class in the general education setting, my students always have a special 
educator in the room as well, providing additional accommodations and modifications.  
 
This change has had massive implications within our school. Given the traditional structure, 
students in a self-contained unit were not on track to receive a high school diploma; instead, 
students were required to stay in high school until their 21st birthday at which time they would 
receive a certificate of completion. The certificate of completion was originally designed for 
students with cognitive disabilities, not my students who were beyond capable of passing 
classes in the general education setting and earning a high school diploma. One of the highest 
lexile scores in our school belongs to a freshman student in my class, HO. ER and HO are only 
two of several success stories from our new strategy. AC, HA, HM, and the list goes on. Here is 
what I have to say to the individuals who would still argue this new approach isn't best for my 
students:  
 
THOSE students at the end of the hall, who don't belong, who you want out of our school, are 
amazing. They are rockstars. They are smart. Funny. Adaptive. Gifted. They are my kids. 
My kids not only can succeed in the general education classroom, but need to. There are no 
self-contained units after high school. What good am I doing them if I never help them to 
succeed with their peers? My kids not only can succeed in the general education classroom, but 
deserve to. It is their RIGHT to learn Algebra from a math content specialist and learn U.S. 
History from a social studies content specialist. My kids not only can succeed in the general 
education classroom, but they HAVE succeeded. And will continue to succeed. 
 
Joseph Gallagher graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where he majored in 
entrepreneurship & environmental studies and minored in dance. Joseph currently works as a 
9th-12th grade special education teacher at School of Technical Career Education, and he is a 
1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

Visiting Middle School Science Club 
Harrison Gill 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Scholars 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
 

One day, I stayed after school a little later than usual after I moved from teaching middle school 
to first grade. I peeked in a window and happened to see Simone, one of my former students, 
through the window. She looked as if she was working with some sort of cutting utensil and a 
glue gun. I had no idea what she was working on but I knew that she was part of the school 
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science club, which up until that point I knew existed but never actually saw anything from it or 
knew when or where it met. 
 
I walked inside and I saw a small wooden crane. Simone and her partner Cameron, also one of 
my former students, showed me how it works. Simone was extremely excited to show me her 
science project and explained how she won an award at the county fair. To be honest, in some 
ways I was probably more excited that she could teach me how hydraulics worked, something I 
never really learned about at any point in my middle school education. 
 
After awhile, some other middle school students stop by and mentioned to me how they were 
shocked to see me there. After all, my school has had a ton of teachers and administrators 
leave this year and the students are never too sure who might be around at any given point. 
When the students walking through the halls saw that I was still around (just in a different wing) 
and was taking a look at how their friends’ science project was going, they were glad to see me. 
Ultimately, I see my service as trying to be a constant. While I let Simone know what was going 
on, as she was in my last period, and I knew exactly where I’d be teaching after Thanksgiving 
Break by then, she knew I didn’t leave. But periods one and two had no idea. Even though a lot 
of my old students saying hello involved a little joking around, it was always wonderful to see the 
smiles on their faces. 
 
Harrison Gill graduated from the University of California, San Diego where he majored in 
international studies-political science and minored in history. Harrison currently works as a 1st 
grade reading teacher at Milwaukee Scholars, and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For 
America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Running Brilliance 
Rebecca Gleit 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
CARMEN HS: Northwest 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
 

Before the start of this school year, an email was sent out asking for two teachers to volunteer 
as coaches for the Carmen Northwest cross-country team. I was a swimmer in high school, and 
my experience with running was purely as recreation while training for my first half-marathon 
this fall. My six freshman runners, co-coach, and I made it through our first season despite 
many struggles, not limited to half the team stopping at McDonalds for treats during long-runs or 
waiting in Keontae’s living room on Saturday mornings for him to wake up after he missed the 
bus to take him to the cross-country meet; however, this extended opportunity to interact with 
students outside of the classroom and in another role besides “teacher” allowed me to see their 
brilliance in another way. This was especially true for Torian, a student who had many 
expulsions in his past and was struggling immensely with his behavior at Carmen. Cross-
country allowed me to form a deep relationship with him and see his brilliance in a way that 
classroom teachers could not.  
 
On a day when only three of my six runners showed up to practice, we hopped in my car and 
drove to Havenwoods, a state forest down the road from our school. As we ran through the 
woods, with one boy’s father riding behind on his bike, the three boys rejoiced in the quiet 
nature of the forest. They saw butterflies and geeked out when they tried edible flowers. Torian 
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and I ran together, and we talked for an hour about his deep desire to learn computer 
programming, his favorite parts of Freakonomics (which I had loaned to him), and the new 
threat of ISIS that he had learned about from watching CNN nightly. On another occasion, 
Torian and I discussed his interest in philosophy during our run, and after practice he came up 
to my classroom and had a 45-minute long FaceTime conversation with my hallmate from my 
undergrad at Michigan, who is currently in a masters program studying philosophy. They 
discussed books Torian could read, and the next day Torian came to school with an online copy 
of Aristotle ready to read during independent reading time. Throughout cross-country season, 
Torian’s behavior in class started improving slowly. Yet when the sport ended, episodes of 
defiant behavior became more frequent and sadly, he eventually transferred back to the military 
school he attended for 8th grade. I gained two major insights from this experience. First, 
extracurricular and athletic opportunities are so important as outlets for students. Second, and 
most importantly, I learned that even the most difficult students have talents and brilliance if you 
take the time to get to know them. 
 
Rebecca Gleit graduated from the University of Michigan where she majored in mathematics. 
Rebecca currently works as a 9th and 10th grade geometry teacher at CARMEN HS: 
Northwest, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee 
 

 

The Power of Communication 
Kathryn Goerdt 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
HOPE Christian Schools: HIGH 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
 

I am a Spanish teacher in Milwaukee. When I first started teaching, I wanted to teach students 
how to communicate in a second language; however, I quickly realized that my students lacked 
communication skills within their first language. Therefore, I decided to shift my thinking. If 
people can effectively communicate, they have power. We use language to communicate our 
emotions and desires. If students are able to effectively communicate how they feel, they will 
eventually be able to empathize with others. As a result, students will be able to make 
connections to people that are different from them to better understand themselves and the 
world they live in.  
 
In today’s global society, we are constantly interacting with those who are different from us. We 
need to learn how to communicate with those who are different from ourselves to be successful. 
Most of my students lack these skills because they are surrounded by people that look and 
sound like them. Therefore, Spanish class is a way to expose them to new ideas and new 
people.  
 
Nevertheless, I am often overwhelmed by what my students deal with on a daily basis. Students 
are struggling with violence, malnutrition, lack of consistency and other traumas so they often 
struggle to communicate their needs and wants. My African-American students also live in a 
society that treats them as second-class based on their skin color. As a result, I struggle to 
explain the importance of empathy when they are shown so little in their lives and communities;  
however, my student, Kevin, never ceases to amaze me. He consistently comes to class with a 
smile on his face and always focuses on the positive despite his circumstances. He lost both of 
his parents to a car accident very early in his life and was therefore shuffled from family member 
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to family member. As a result, Kevin did not attend school regularly and is therefore very behind 
years later. Although he is a senior in high school, he reads at a sixth grade level. He now lives 
with his aunts but he does not have very many options after high school because of his low 
grades and his lack of financial stability.  
 
It would be easy for Kevin to give up, not show up for school and resent his circumstances; 
however, he consistently has a positive attitude with a huge smile. One day a student made a 
comment that I was new and would probably leave so she was not going to try to create a 
relationship with me. Kevin responded right away, “The Milwaukee Bucks have new players, a 
new manager and a new coach. They all have to learn to work together. It will be hard because 
they are all new but we have to believe the best in people because otherwise we will fail no 
matter what.” Kevin empathizes with others and believes in making connections despite his 
traumatic past. His grit and perseverance will never cease to inspire me to encourage my 
students to see the good in the world, others and themselves. 
 
Kathryn Goerdt graduated from the University of Minnesota where she majored in public health, 
Spanish & global studies. Kathryn currently works as an 11th and 12th grade spanish teacher at 
HOPE Christian Schools: HIGH, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee.  
 

 

The Note 
Kiara Graves 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
CARMEN HS: Northwest 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
 

The note started, “I am thankful for Ms. Graves because she loves us.” I immediately 
recognized Isaiah’s lopsided writing and a smile came to my face. I continued reading, curious 
about the purpose of the note that I had discovered on my desk after school. I began to tear up 
as I read the last line. “She is always smiling. Even when she is sad, she tries to smile.” I knew 
then that my attempts to hide the effects of a difficult week from my students were not 
successful. I also realized that it was okay. Isaiah was telling me that it is okay to be human and 
he loved me anyway. His note reminded me of how lucky I am to work with such wonderful 
young men and women. His note reminded me of why I chose to teach, because of the hope 
and love I have for the incredible young people I see each day. They are the reason I am here. 
They are why I keep smiling, even when I am sad. 
 
Kiara Graves graduated from California State University, San Marcos where she majored in 
liberal studies. Kiara currently works as a 9th and 10th grade algebra teacher at CARMEN HS: 
Northwest, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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Resilience to Repair 
Bryson Green 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Carver Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
 

Each day I wake up asking for the strength to endure the difficulties of the day. I love the work 
that I do, but at times it leaves me broken and exhausted; therefore, I ask for strength because I 
refuse to give up on my babies. I am reminded of a scholar who literally fights doing the right 
thing because it makes him feel weird. This scholar had done some negative things in his past, 
which left him with an ankle brace tracker on while in school. On a particular day I recall seeing 
this scholar leading the classroom in chants and celebrations and it brightened my spirit. I know 
the results will not be instant, but I am thankful that piece by piece the work I do is chiseling 
away at the rough exterior to unveil the precious stones that all my babies are. 
 
Bryson Green graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where he majored in 
English. Bryson currently works as a 5th grade teacher at Carver Academy, and he is a 2nd 
year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Moments are Milestones 
Jaclyn Green 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
HOPE Christian Schools: Caritas 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
 

A stream of conscientiously considering which moments mattered this year… 
 
LR loves to do her homework but her mom won’t help her; she wished she could stay with me 
instead. TC cried for the first month of school and then was silent for the next 2. Now he actively 
dances, smiles, socializes, and engages in material. JT evolved into a leader of kindness and 
compassion; huge key skills for a kindergartener, always showing comfort to those in need and 
sharing materials. Students began putting others first…a hard instinct to fight for at a young age. 
XW transformed from feeling like a failure when others answered questions that he couldn’t, into 
being the first child in the classroom to celebrate others successes every single time. JH was a 
tempest of emotions, holding herself to a higher standard. Now, JH has learned to self regulate 
and make choices to help herself. AB is so intelligent, and now uses that intelligence to guide 
others rather than mock them. LC eagerly tutors and helps her friends. I told XW I’m proud of 
him for working hard; he told me he’s proud of me too. I tell each student I love them every 
single day. They say it back. KJ came in unsure of how to socialize with other children and now 
actively shows leadership during group work. MM came in thinking he was too advanced for this 
group, and now has learned to self advocate for challenging opportunities. These moments are 
milestones. 
 
Jaclyn Green graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee where she majored in 
theatre & history. Jaclyn currently works as a five-year old kindergarten teacher at HOPE 
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Christian Schools: Caritas, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee. 
 

 

A shift in perspective 
Michaela Groth 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
St. Anthony Middle School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

When people ask my why I chose to be a teacher, I always tell them about Victor, a student who 
has changed both my personal priorities and my perspective on my career. Victor was a transfer 
student this year, but you would never guess that. When you ask teachers to describe the 
perfect student, it is a child like Victor that comes to mind. Motivated, excited to participate, 
respectful. Victor quickly became a leader in our classroom and he was very popular among the 
6th grade students.  
 
In December, I began to see a change in Victor’s behavior. An honor roll student during first and 
second quarter, his grades started slipping. At the same time, he began to talk out of turn and 
disrupt the class. At first, I tried to ignore his behavior. I teach 6th grade boys, so lots of wiggling 
around and movement breaks are part of the job.  
 
One day in January, after Victor came to class without his materials for what felt like the 
millionth time, I asked him to step out in the hallway. The second we walked out the door, Victor 
burst into tears. He shared that his father had been diagnosed with liver cancer. Doctors 
predicted that he may only have months to live, and their family did not have insurance.  
 
I quickly reached out to my fellow teachers, our school counselor, and the administrative team. 
We reached out to the family and did our best to support Victor at school. He began to share the 
situation with his friends, who in turn asked teachers to help plan school fundraisers in order to 
support the family. 
 
Through everything, Victor was extremely strong. He turned his grades and behavior around 
and got refocused in school. Even in his father’s last weeks, he never missed a day. One 
morning, when he came in overtired from sleeping again the hospital, or crying because of the 
overwhelming emotional toll, I asked him why he still came to school.  
 
Victor told me that school was his safe place. No matter what happened, he could come to class 
and forget about all the distractions. In addition, his dad wanted him to come to school because 
an education is something that nobody can take away from you.  
 
This moment, above anything else, he reaffirmed my dedication to this profession. If Victor can 
find the strength to come to school and learn each and everyday, even during one of the darkest 
times in his life, then he deserves a teacher who brings her very best everyday. My students 
and their families put their faith in me, and this responsibility is the motivation that I need to get 
up each morning, deal with the struggles, but ultimately give my most passionate, committed, 
and loving self to my students each day. 
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Michaela Groth graduated from Valparaiso University where she majored in communication. 
Michaela currently works as a 6th grade language and literature teacher at St. Anthony Middle 
School, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Growing through Grief 
Meredith Grubb 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Manitoba Elementary 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

In January, I received some of the most heart-wrenching and awful news of my life—one of my 
students had passed away. Although he attended school through the Home and Hospital 
program and my contact with him was limited, his piercing blue eyes seared into my brain the 
second I heard the news. I immediately thought of my students and wondered how they would 
take the news. Since I teach students with severe disabilities, I wondered if some students 
would even understand his passing. My heart broke for my 13 remaining students, and I 
struggled with how to break the news to them. 
 
The next day, I told my students about their friend’s passing first thing in the morning. They 
sensed I was upset, and I did not want to keep anything from them. We sat in a circle and 
shared our memories of him. One student remembered “how Matthew used to laugh every 
morning when he came to school.” Another smiled as he said “Matthew always loved music. He 
would dance whenever music came on.” My students genuinely surprised me with their warmth 
and their understanding. Their love for Matthew and each other shone as they supported one 
another through their memories and grief. 
 
After we talked, each student made a card for Matthew’s family. Their reflections in the cards 
brought me to tears. Students who usually rushed through their work put their best effort into 
every single letter. They drew pictures of Matthew, and they included their own condolences. I 
truly believe that their experience of living with disabilities helped my students grow into strong, 
caring, and empathetic individuals. 
 
Meredith Grubb graduated from Bucknell University where she majored in international relations 
& Spanish and minored in History. Meredith currently works as a 6th-8th grade special 
education teacher at Manitoba Elementary, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For 
America-Milwaukee.  
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Growing Readers One Book At a Time 
Maricela Gutierrez 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Spanish Immersion School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

The thing about teaching is you don’t see the impact you are making right away. The long hours 
you spend planning, prepping, and Pinteresting can almost feel pointless when the lesson goes 
completely in the wrong. Some days the kids run you to the ground, literally and figuratively.  
 
Because this is my student’s first year receiving formal English instruction, they were 
disengaged and unmotivated in English reading. They did not know how to read and they had 
no interest in learning. In order to spark their interest, I started our “Read to Succeed Program,” 
in order to help my students perform at their grade-level. Students will read daily at home and 
reflect on their reading in their personal journal. This worked great…for a while. I gave 
incentives, but there were still a few who simply would not complete their daily reading. Not long 
after, a group of girls asked to stay in for recess. They took out their “contract” and read it aloud. 
They were formally declaring the establishment of their reading club and were interested in 
borrowing some of my books to store in their mobile library/carry-on luggage! They had pledged 
to read at least one book every night and take really good care of my books. “We promise we 
won’t rip them, we just want to read the books,” exclaimed Reading Club Captain Jordan. I was 
so impressed with their leadership, dedication, and creativity! I mean, a traveling library to 
encourage a love for reading? Why didn’t I think of that? 
 
Maricela Gutierrez graduated from the University of California, Davis where she majored in 
political science. Maricela is currently works as a 2nd grade teacher at Milwaukee Spanish 
Immersion School, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Learning to Self-Advocate 
Michael Hanley 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Hmong American Peace Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

"Peter, wake up," I say in the middle of class, trying to hide the frustration that I felt after having 
to stop class for the third time. "Remind me to bring you some coffee tomorrow." 
The start of the year with Peter was a struggle, to say the least. Largely due to family 
circumstances at home, Peter struggled at school. When he wasn't falling asleep in class, Peter 
was totally disengaged, and often growled at any teacher or student that attempted to rectify the 
situation. Most troubling, however, was the fact that Peter did not value communicating his 
struggles or thoughts to staff, teachers, and peers. As a result, Peter's failing grades largely 
confounded his teachers and the administration. 
 
Despite this seemingly hopeless start to Peter's 8th grade year, the situation transformed over 
the course of the year. Through collaboration with teachers and administration, we adopted a 
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positive approach to respond to Peter's behavior, presenting school as an opportunity to 
advocate for and actively implement changes to his background circumstances. Rather than 
focusing on correcting behavior, we focused on the importance of building positive relationships 
and opening communication channels among teachers, mentors, and peers. 
 
With these support systems, Peter has experienced a complete transformation. Instead of 
bringing the negativity from his home life into the classroom, Peter actively communicates with 
his teachers and his peers. This change has positively impacted his grades, too. 
My hope is that Peter continues on this positive track of growth, in order to fully unlock the 
opportunities that education can provide. 
 
Michael Hanley graduated from Princeton University where he majored in politics and minored 
in European politics & society, and translation and intercultural communication. Michael 
currently works as a 7th, 8th, 11th and 12th grade social studies teacher at Hmong American 
Peace Academy, and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Perseverance to Success 
Claudia Hardie 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Shalom High School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

When Tanya arrived to Shalom High School in September of 2013, she had academic, 
behavioral/social, and psychological/emotional challenges that she was dealing with; however, 
throughout her time at Shalom, Tanya has made huge growth and exhibited excessive amounts 
of motivation and task-commitment, making her one of Shalom High School’s most gifted 
students. 
 
Tanya started her second year of high school with a freshman level of credits; however, she 
made the personal choice to make the most of her second chance at education. Thus, during 
her time at Shalom, Tanya had almost perfect attendance. Even when asked by siblings and 
cousins to babysit for money, Tanya refused stating “No, I need to go to school!” Furthermore, 
at the age of 16, Tanya moved into an apartment of her own and maintained the focus and 
perseverance needed to not only acquire enough credits to graduate from high school, but earn 
a 4.0 grade point average, as well as get accepted into Marquette University to begin her pursuit 
of a career as a doctor. 
 
Claudia Hardie graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where she majored in dairy 
science. Claudia currently works as a 9th-12th grade math and science teacher at Shalom High 
School, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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Fish tank 
Claire Hierseman 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
CARMEN HS: Northwest 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

This year I got a fish tank for my classroom. It is a 10 gallon tank and has three fish and some 
snails in it. I got the tank primarily out of necessity–we were using snails for a lab and I had to 
do something with them when we were done. My fish tank has become the most unexpected 
tool to build relationships with kids. One of my students is fascinated by it and stops to watch 
the fish every day on the way into class. I asked him if he liked fish, and he shared that he has 
his own tank with angel fish that he saved money to buy. Another one of my students stops by 
at the end of the day everyday to feed the fish and say hello. A former student comes in after 
school to clean the tank. Something as simple as a fish tank has spurred an opportunity to get 
to know my students better and find out more about their lives. 
 
Claire Hierseman graduated from the University of Colorado-Boulder where she majored in 
evolutionary biology. Claire currently works as a 9th and 10th grade biology teacher at 
CARMEN HS: Northwest, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee.  

 

 

The Twists and Turns of Kindergarten 
Jamita Horton 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
HOPE Christian Schools: Fortis 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

Figuring out kindergarten is kind of like approaching a Rubik’s Cube for the first time (or in my 
case, every single time). You see so many options, so much potential, but also a lot of conflicts. 
Once you seem to get one row perfectly, everything else seems to have gotten all switched up 
and out of place. The same is true in a kindergarten classroom. Once you seemed to have 
conquered one small thing, twelve more challenges sprout up. Yet that is exactly the beauty of 
kindergarten. Each challenge brings on the potential to learn something new either about 
yourself or the little people that you work with. That’s what kindergarteners are…they’re little 
people. They’re kids who watch everything you do, listen to everything you say, and always, 
always want your unwavering love and affection. They’re constantly growing, changing and 
adapting to whatever comes their way – be it good or be it bad. They are people. They have 
feelings. They have conflicts, both large and small. They are whole, loving, deserving people 
and they should be treated as such. 
 
Each day is a new adventure, just like each turn of the Rubik’s Cube. Sometimes you make a 
wrong turn and things get a little bit jumbled. Social-emotional growth is so important in 
kindergarten, though it’s sometimes left forgotten. My scholars, like most children, let their 
emotions get the best of them. This year has been a process of learning that we all make 
mistakes, we just have to be solution finders and learn from them. At the beginning of the year, I 
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was the one telling the students, “We just have to fix our problems,” but now they say it to each 
other. Things don’t always go our way. Sometimes we don’t get to sit in the comfy chair, but 
some days we will. There are accidents and tantrums, but there is also a burning curiosity and 
desire to learn. When that social-emotional growth is coupled with academic growth, the little 
people in my classroom are truly developing. At the beginning of the school year, picking up a 
book was exciting, but also daunting. I remember one student in particular looking up at me with 
wide eyes and saying, “I’ll never be able to read.” Now, that child, as well as others, has learned 
how to read every Dr. Seuss book in our collection and more.  
 
Little by little, students grow and more success happens. The whole ordeal becomes less trying 
and while there are still days I want to put the cube down or scream out in frustration, it is all 
well worth it. Even if that Rubik’s Cube of kindergarten isn’t all the way solved, the journey of 
finding those solutions and learning from those mistakes is the most rewarding part. 
 
Jamita Horton graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where she majored in 
international studies & women's studies and minored in educational policy studies. Jamita 
currently works as a five-year old kindergarten teacher at HOPE Christian Schools: Fortis, and 
she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Forcing It 
Serina Jamison 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
CARMEN HS: Northwest 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 17 

State Senate District 6 
 

It was my second month of my first year teaching and I was truly lost when it came to working 
with Mack. He was one of the funniest and most respectful students I’ve met. He was so full of 
life, but when it came to reading he shut down completely. Mack never completed his 
homework, he didn’t read when it was his turn in class, and he made it clear he didn’t want my 
help. “You’re forcing, Ms. Jamison. I hate reading. This stuff is boring.”  
 
Mack’s defiance clashed with my persistence and I was determined to win – not for myself, but 
for him. I was not going to ignore him so he could justify why he hated reading. So I “forced it” 
every day. I pushed Mack to do his work. Every time he put his head down, I tapped him on his 
shoulder to focus him. After every class I asked him what I could have done to make things 
more interesting for him. When he said that I couldn’t help because reading is boring, I told him 
to change his mindset.  
 
I explained to him how I hated Shakespeare until I read The Taming of the Shrew. He couldn’t 
believe that the person who is Shakespeare’s biggest fan used to hate his plays. I told him when 
I approached the text differently, I started to enjoy it. I explained that when I associated the 
characters with real people in my life it made Shakespeare fun. I reiterated that at face value the 
stories we read seem to not relate to us at all and agreed that many are boring. But once we 
pull back the layers we can see that we have more in common with the author and with the 
characters than we initially thought.  
 
Mack just nodded his head and walked away. I thought to myself that I would have to continue 
forcing it tomorrow and, to be honest; I was starting to feel defeated. The next morning Mack 
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walked up to me and he said “Ms. Jamison, I did my homework.” I gleamed with joy. When I 
asked him if he enjoyed the story he smiled and said “You stay forcing it.” To some it was a 
small victory and yes, we still have a long way to go. But that conversation meant the world to 
me. 
 
Serina Jamison graduated from the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities where she majored in 
English and minored in African & African American studies. Serina currently works as a 9th 
grade world literature teacher at CARMEN HS: Northwest, and she is a 1st year corps member 
of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Love to Learn 
Isabel Jilk 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Academy of Science 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

As a kindergarten teacher, there is a wide array of students and abilities seen in my classroom. 
At the start of each year there are many students who come in not even knowing the letters of 
the alphabet, while others can already read. By the time January rolls around those students 
who still aren't reading start to get discouraged, and in my classroom I had one in particular 
named Demario who told me he would never be able to read and he hates school. Immediately I 
felt that I needed to get him into some different small groups with differentiated instruction. 
During our groups I've slowly seen him come into his own as a reader. By the end of February 
we were reading and writing about a book called "At School" where the main character talks 
about all the things he likes to do at school. Among the list in the book was reading, painting, 
recess, and lunch. As we read the last page Demario's hand shot up into the air. Expecting he 
wanted a bathroom break, I reluctantly said, "What do you need, Demario?" "Oh, nothing," he 
replied, " I just wanted to tell you they wrote the book wrong." I had no idea what he could mean 
by that, so I asked him what he was talking about. "They missed the most important part. It's 
supposed to say I like to learn and I love my teacher." 
 
Isabel Jilk graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where she majored in nonprofit 
leadership and minored in environmental science. Isabel currently works as a five-year-old 
kindergarten teacher at Milwaukee Academy of Science, and she is a 2nd year corps member 
of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

A Fire Growing Gradually 
Zachary Johnson 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Academy of Science 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

I started this year on a mission. I wanted each and every one of my students to develop a sense 
of what justice meant to them as individuals, in their communities, and in our school. I had 
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visions of units driven toward this common theme, with projects showcasing student's 
developing understanding of and passion for social justice. I wanted nothing more than to get 
my students fired up. Under the pressure of curricular requirements at the beginning of the year, 
I began to worry that I'd really be able to give my students the thorough exposure to the themes 
of social justice I had hoped of. I was worried that my hopes and plans were being extinguished 
before they began. 
 
I pressed on, gradually each week, pulling articles and updating my class on developments in 
Ferguson, MO, and the Michael Brown case. I shared anecdotes about what I was witnessing 
each week in the investigation and protests surrounding the death of Dontre Hamilton here in 
Milwaukee. Each time we returned to the subjects of justice, protest, and racism, I pressed my 
students to make connections to other stories we had read, other events that we had discussed.  
In November, after the announcement of no indictment in the Michael Brown case, we returned 
to our discussion after several weeks. Where before I had pressed just to review the basic facts 
of the Michael Brown case. "What does this remind you of?" I asked. "There was another man 
that got killed in New York!" offered one student - another clarified, "Eric Garner!" "There was a 
boy, too, in Ohio I think..." shared another. We had not discussed these other stories. My 
students gradually revealed that, although they had been disinterested at first, they were paying 
attention. They were listening. I had produced a spark, at least. We're still working on building a 
fire. 
 
Zachary Johnson graduated from Michigan State University where he majored in religious 
studies & humanities. Zachary currently works as a 4th grade teacher at Milwaukee Academy of 
Science, and he is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

The Wisconsin Idea in Action 
Luke Johnson 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Trowbridge Elementary 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

Over the past half year, I have worked with four amazing children, children who happen to have 
emotional and behavioral disorders. I have seen tremendous gains with my students – better 
attendance, better behavior, and better course performance. As a corps member with Teach For 
America, I have determined my success by setting specific and measurable goals for my 
students' achievement. I gauged my effectiveness by seeing how many of my students have 
grown more than a year and a half academically. Halfway through the year, all of my students 
have met their reading growth goals and more than half have met their math growth goal. Over 
the next year and a half, I hope to continue teaching, motivating, and inspiring students to reach 
their potential. While our successes are evidence of significant achievement for my students 
and me, they represent only a small step in closing the education gap that persists both in the 
state and nationwide. There is so much more that needs to be done before any significant 
national progress will be made. It is for this reason primarily that I sought to serve as an 
AmeriCorps member with Teach For America. I wanted to have a personal impact on this 
national movement and continue to help students achieve their potential. 
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Luke Johnson graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where he majored in legal 
studies & political science. Luke currently works as a 1st-4th grade special education teacher at 
Trowbridge Elementary, and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Safety through Modeling 
Jasmine Jolitz 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Alliance School of Milwaukee 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

I feel that I have had so many incredible stories of students who have really stepped into 
themselves and who they can be; the freshman class is the greatest example. So many 
students come to our school to find refuge from bullying based on appearance, race, sexual 
orientation, ability level, and all that's in between. But we also have a host of students who pick 
our school because it's the first on the list (since it starts with an A).  
 
The wonderful mix of these students that is the heart of our school makes an environment of 
respect and individuality. As the teacher of these wonderful students, I am able to be myself 
around them and model caring for others. I recently sat down to have lunch with a struggling 
student and talked about her life and how to approach struggles. During our conversation, she 
asked, “So Jasmine, how are you doing with teaching and graduate school?” and I really just sat 
there and was in shock. I had just had a conversation with her about the importance of school in 
dictating what outcomes she has in life; but, she just contradicted my statement by asking me 
about my life. Being caring, perceptive, and looking at the whole person is so much more 
important than mitosis and meiosis. So, even though the district and society weighs how much 
my students understand the content, I feel like it really does not compare to the importance of 
whole-person development in place at our school. 
 
It is difficult to measure explicit curricula in schools (beyond a school culture survey); therefore, 
it is difficult to pinpoint actions that I do as an educator that help my students to care about 
others. Every day I try to model this behavior for students and tell them the importance of caring 
for others through stories about my own life or through the content (when I can). The reality is 
that our students are so much more than their test scores, and our students can be great 
people. 
 
My students all deserve the opportunity to feel challenged, motivated, and secure that their 
teachers are serving their best interest in order to feel successful in learning and in their 
personal development. Self-acceptance, perseverance, and kindness are particularly important 
for minority and disadvantaged youth who often do not feel accepted, pushed, or successful in 
other parts of their life. 
 
Jasmine Jolitz graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where she majored in 
wildlife ecology & environmental studies. Jasmine currently works as a 9th-12th grade biology, 
chemistry and environmental science teacher at Alliance School of Milwaukee, and she is a 2nd 
year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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The Candle That Made Me Cry 
Kendall Jorgensen 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Westside Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

My first few months working in Milwaukee Public Schools were a bit difficult, as I imagine they 
were for most new teachers. I came into the classroom feeling overwhelmed by the amount of 
new information that had been shoved into my brain, and especially overwhelmed by the idea of 
creating an ideal atmosphere for my students. I had no idea who I would be faced with as I met 
all of my new students. I didn’t know if I was prepared to shape them into the students they 
deserved to become. As time went on, I noticed that social skills were something that many of 
my students needed extra help with before I could help them academically. We used many days 
to work on learning how to talk to each other respectfully and how to resolve conflicts with our 
words. On a few occasions my second grade students would argue about whose turn it was to 
read for the class or who got to answer a question. I disliked the pressure of choosing which 
student had to go first, so I thought I would try out a new strategy: let my students decide who 
gets to go first. What I witnessed when I allowed my students to take control of their learning 
and of their classroom environment was pretty amazing. They had a full discussion about why 
someone should be able to go first and even began to go back and forth offering each other a 
turn.  
 
One student in particular was able to take all of these lessons to heart. He shows the second 
grade students what kindness and respect look like, and reminds students that they need to 
have each other’s backs and never give up. Along with his ability to keep the class in check with 
his powerful words, Treyvon has continually showed how much of himself he really gives on a 
daily basis. Every time he wins a prize in my class for good behavior or academics, he 
immediately tells me how excited he is to share his prize with his sister. When he was given $2 
by his grandma to spend at our holiday bazaar, he chose to buy presents for all of the people he 
cared for most. When he came back from the holiday bazaar and stopped by my resource room, 
he had the biggest smile on his face. He pulled a vanilla scented, rainbow candle from his bag 
and handed it over to me saying, “Here, Ms. Jorgensen!” Never in my life has such a small act 
of kindness affected me as much as Treyvon’s gesture. He used his few dollars to buy a present 
for his sister, his grandma, and for me, saving only enough to buy a snack. When I have 
moments where I feel challenged or upset about all of my responsibilities and stressors, 
Treyvon reminds me to find kindness and love in every experience. 
 
Kendall Jorgensen graduated from Oregon State University where she majored in sociology and 
minored in women, gender and sexuality studies. Kendall currently works as a 1st and 2nd 
grade special education teacher at Westside Academy, and she is a 1st year corps member of 
Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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Jalen the Pencil Manager 
Daniel Junk 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
HOPE Christian Schools: Semper 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

For about three months this year, I was lucky enough to be the teacher of a 12-year-old boy 
named Jalen. He joined our sixth grade math class in early October after moving from Dallas, 
TX. Before living in Dallas, he had lived in Arkansas. HOPE Semper was not only his third 
school this year, but Milwaukee was his third city. The reason Jalen's family has moved around 
so much, according to his grandma who attended his conference, is because they were (and 
are still) on the run from Jalen's abusive father. During his time in my class I watched him 
struggle day after day. He was three years behind academically, didn't make or even seem to 
want friends, spent a lot of time in detention, and showed a general lack of investment in his 
education. I spent the first few month trying to get him more involved, but my efforts were 
unsuccessful. He just wasn't buying in to me or my class; until I made him the pencil manager.  
One thing I noticed about Jalen early on was that he was super organized and he obsessed 
over his pencil pouch. His pouch contained about 60 pencils and each one was numbered. If he 
loaned out a pencil to another student, he would go to his "pencil list" and mark that it was 
"checked out." If a pencil broke, he would mark it as needing a "replacement." He would finance 
his own replacement pencils at Family Dollar ("I got 20 for $2") and reorganize his pencil pouch 
the following Monday. It was insane! So I decided to make him the "Pencil Manager." In his 
position, Jalen was responsible for sharpening all extra pencils in the morning so they were 
ready to go. During a lesson, he would get up and deliver a pencil to another student if theirs 
broke, and he kept tabs on which students used pencils and how many they borrowed. He loved 
it. It gave him an opportunity to use his unique talents and passions. He also got to help me, 
which made him feel a greater sense of purpose. Soon after he started, I noticed Jalen started 
raising his hand and doing his homework more often.  
 
Don't get me wrong, Jalen still had plenty of issues; him and I battle all the time. He continued to 
struggle in the classroom both academically and behaviorally. He swore and said inappropriate 
things all the time, but I never took his job away from him. Being the pencil manager seemed to 
make him care more. I knew it meant something to him, and it made him more invested. 
Unfortunately, Jalen moved back to Dallas during a four day weekend in Dallas. He never told 
me he was leaving, which makes me think he didn't even know he was moving. I only got to 
teach him for three and a half months. 
 
Recounting this experience gives me an opportunity to reflect on why I teach. To watch kids get 
so invested in something so small is really life giving. This is why I joined Teach For America. It 
doesn't happen every day and not every situation works out like Jalen's, but its the individual 
stories like this one that give me purpose. I'm lucky to be doing my job! 
 
Daniel Junk graduated from DePaul University where he majored in journalism and minored in 
history. Daniel works as a 5th and 6th grade math teacher at HOPE Christian Schools: Semper, 
and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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Classroom Culture Pays Off 
Arvinder Kaur 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Math & Science Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

For as long as I have been invested in education, I have heard of how important the culture you 
create in your classroom is. I’ve known that classroom culture not only impacts all interactions 
between me, as the teacher, and my students but also peer to peer interactions and yearly 
academic success. Thus at the beginning of the year, I made immense efforts to create a 
culture of perseverance and ambition. Even though my students are only five years old, I 
envision them being invested in their own education, recognizing that they CAN overcome their 
circumstances, and believing that they can go to college. As we progressed through the year, 
however, I became more caught up with the daily happenings of our classroom. I began to focus 
more on things like behavior management, data, and covering the Common Core State 
Standards. We spent less and less time directly building culture because I chose to focus on 
curriculum. I did, however, fear that this would lead to a complete breakdown of our classroom 
culture and my students would forget about the drive and determination we had initially spent so 
much time cultivating.  
 
Then one day in February, the longest, most stressful month of teaching I have endured so far, 
my students showed me how the initial investment I had made to build that culture at the 
beginning of the year had truly paid off. Our class was in the middle of a read aloud on the 
carpet but we were struggling to follow our basic carpet rules (staying in our own carpet spot, 
raising a silent hand, etc.). After being continuously interrupted while I was reading, I just put 
down the book and said, “I’ll wait.” I sat back and observed something amazing unfold. Danaija, 
a student who up until that point in the school year, had essentially refused to follow all 
directions and complete most of her work, turned to her fellow students and said, “Can you all 
please stop talking? I wanna learn so I can go to college!” I was taken aback. My eyes began to 
well up with tears of pride as I listened to other students join in with things like, “I wanna learn 
how to read so I can be ready for first grade,” “Can’t we all just follow directions,” and “We need 
to sit criss-cross applesauce.” I felt like I didn’t even have to say anything anymore. Not only did 
most of my students know why we were there and what our classroom expectations were, they 
were taking it upon themselves to explain them to those who were not as aware. In that 
moment, I was so proud of the culture in our classroom. I felt like everything I had been working 
so hard to accomplish had paid off. My students wanted to work hard, they wanted to learn to 
read, they wanted to go to college! And this was something that WE had created in Room 104 
together. 
 
Arvinder Kaur graduated from the University of California, Berkeley where she majored in 
political science and minored in education. Arvinder currently works as a five-year old 
kindergarten teacher at Milwaukee Math & Science Academy, and she is a 1st year corps 
member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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A Senior Language Project To Remember 
Laney Keeshin 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee School of Languages 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

Though the grit and commitment my students show in Spanish class amazes me each week, 
there was a certain moment last semester that really transcended the teaching, the students, 
and the busyness that fills the school days. Jaylan caught my attention from the start of the 
school year because of his curiosity. He often had a thoughtful question to ask and would even 
stay after class to ask them. “So, WHY is dormir irregular in just the preterite and not in the 
present tense? It just doesn't make any sense to me!” When management was tough and day-
to-day teaching was not rewarding, having Jaylan show interest in the content was always an 
exciting thing for me. The specific moment that I will remember for a long time, though, was 
when Jaylan presented his Senior Language Project, a presentation project and essay in 
Spanish that all of my seniors worked on for months during the first semester. By December, I 
honestly developed low expectations for the project because my students were constantly off 
task during work time, not listening to my presentation advice, and not seeming to care about 
this big project. So, when Jaylan presented his Spanish rap entitled “Estirar las estrellas,” 
intertwining his life narrative of being a music lover with his identity of a young black male 
growing up Milwaukee, it was a life-strengthening moment. The song and performance were 
brilliant. I remember getting the chills from it, and thinking, “This is why people teach.” 
 
Laney Keeshin graduated from Vanderbilt University where she majored in Spanish and 
communications and minored in voice. Laney currently works as a 9th-12th grade spanish 
teacher at Milwaukee School of Languages, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For 
America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Small Victories 
Michael Kennedy 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Bruce-Guadalupe Middle School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 19 

State Senate District 7 
 

My story is a relatively simple one, but it was a moment that amazed me nonetheless. But first, I 
need to provide some context. I have the opportunity to work with students with special needs 
everyday, and although this occasionally creates some moments of frustration my days are filled 
with small victories. This story is about one of those small victories. I push into several general 
education classes throughout the day, and oftentimes my students are hesitant to participate in 
class when their teachers ask them questions. One of my students in particular does her very 
best to remain unnoticed in class, and is generally hesitant to speak at all during class; 
however, one day during a math lesson, her hand shot up to answer a question and she got it 
right. The look of pride on her face is something that I will never forget. She still has some days 
where she remains quiet, but ever since that day she has become a more willing participant in 
class. The small victories make all the tough moments worth it. 
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Michael Kennedy graduated from DePaul University where he majored in political science and 
minored in history. Michael currently works as a 2nd-5th grade special education teacher at 
Bruce-Guadalupe Middle School, and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee.  
 

 

Confidence in Inquiry 
Anthony Kuchem 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
LUMIN Schools: Concordia University School – Granville 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 
I believe that an inquiry-based pedagogy focusing on student-centered learning and the 
development of critical thinking skills can in fact jumpstart the organic reformation of the 
education system. With this teaching style, rather than spew information, teachers scaffold 
instruction to promote student discovery of new material and encourage students to ask 
questions and contemplate in an open and active classroom. The idea is that engaging 
students’ understanding of how they learn something is more important than focusing on what 
they are learning. Students in a successful inquiry-based classroom environment are actively 
seeking truth in knowledge while sharpening their ability to learn and think about their 
surroundings. This theory is applicable across all contents, and fosters mindsets based on 
exploration, questioning, reason, discovery, and a desire to learn more; characteristics all 
paramount for a mental infrastructure that leads to legitimate and enduring autonomous 
learning.  
 
Although research supports these ideas, I have experienced drastic change with student 
achievement in my classroom when using an inquiry-based pedagogy. Brandon, one of my 
young men in fifth grade, struggles greatly with reading, and functions between a first and 
second grade reading level. Although he does not have an IEP, Brandon genuinely struggles in 
school, generally due to his literacy skills. Traditional methods were not working for Brandon in 
my classroom. Until I switched to inquiry teaching, Brandon seldom participated, tested poorly, 
and refused to complete most assignments. He often became angry when asked to read 
content specific text, even when level appropriate, and performed weakly. I spent a great deal of 
time getting to know him and trying to determine my right course of action to help him become 
successful in school. Soon after taking the initiative to find establish and utilize his strengths, I 
realized that Brandon flourished during activities in which I asked students to develop solutions 
around relatable problems. This became most apparent when, following an inquiry unit on 
cellular structure and function, Brandon scored second highest in the class on the final exam. 
For each of his answers, Brandon discussed the ideas and concepts learned through the inquiry 
activities weaved throughout the curriculum. Since this time, Brandon’s behavior has drastically 
changed in my classroom; the confidence gained from being legitimately “good at school” has 
activated his eager passion for continual learning. He has carried this drive with him into other 
subjects, and is making dramatic strides with large reading and math gains. 
 
Utilizing an inquiry approach has opened my eyes as an educator to the difference between 
teaching and learning. Although I teach my students every day, I do not always ensure that all 
students are truly learning. Struggling students like Brandon need only the opportunity to show 
their strengths to jumpstart their confidence and unveil their fullest potential as students. 
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Working with talented students like this has opened my eyes to the difference one person can 
make when they simply believe in the potential of all students. 
 
Anthony Kuchem graduated from Saint Louis University where he majored in biology. Anthony 
currently works as a 5th-8th grade science teacher at LUMIN Schools: Concordia University 
School – Granville, and he is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Student Collaboration in the Classroom 
Anna Layden 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Rocketship Southside Community Prep 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
 

Guided reading is a time during the day when the teacher is able to work with a small group of 
students to enhance their confidence and strategies for reading. Some amazing moments this 
year have come from working with students in a smaller group. These moments have all come 
completely from the students and they truly take ownership of this time. In kindergarten it is very 
hard to sit in your seat for more than five minutes. One of my students was having a particularly 
hard time sitting during guided reading and participating in the lesson. As I was about to redirect 
her, another one of her classmates began to read the patterned book to her and said look, this 
is the pattern; you can do it. He read the pattern perfectly to her once, pointing to each word. 
Then he said to her I know you can do it, would you like to try reading the next page by 
yourself? Right away she got right back on track and began to read the book. This moment was 
so powerful because the students believe in each other and want each other to do their best 
work. 
 
Anna Layden graduated from Marquette University where she majored in economics & 
international relations. Anna currently works as a five-year old kindergarten English language 
arts teacher at Rocketship Southside Community Prep, and she is a 1st year corps member of 
Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

It All Does Matter in the End 
Nu Lee 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Atlas Prep: Kansas Campus 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 12 

State Senate District 4 
 

I never understood why some of my students were defiant or would always refuse to follow 
directions or be disruptive in class. In contrast, it amazes me how some of my students were 
always so patient waiting for their peers to be redirected and always sitting in SLANT or only 
talking when they are called on. The dichotomies of my students' personalities and behavior 
make me question everyday. It makes me question if what I am doing helping them or not 
helping them. At this time in the year, I finally am starting to see that most my students are 
learning and that I actually have a good relationships with all my students. Even the students 
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who I have to ask everyday to sit in their chair or to follow directions, I feel like I have made 
such a break through because I have learned that those students do care about what I think and 
they do want help.  
 
At the end of every day, I know that what I am doing is helping my students and that I am doing 
all that I can in that one day. I think that's what one can really ask for in a teacher. Teachers 
should do a lot of things to help students but there is only so much that can be accomplished, 
taught, or done in one day. I am happy I go home everyday knowing I did all I could do or with a 
plan for making tomorrow a better day. 
 
Nu Lee graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where she majored in social 
welfare and minored in educational policy studies. Nu currently works as a 3rd grade teacher at 
Atlas Prep: Kansas Campus, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee.  
 

 

Reagan's Success 
Ashley Lindberg 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Reagan High School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 18 

State Senate District 6 
 

Teaching at Reagan IB High School has made me want to continue teaching. It is one of the 
highest performing high schools in Milwaukee and serves a diverse group of students from 
different backgrounds and ethnicities. Teaching these students for the past two years has taught 
me a lot. I learned from my kids’ tenacity and dedication in the face of adversity. Besides the 
struggles that all students in poverty face, Reagan students face incredible academic 
challenges and pressures in the classroom. Reflecting on my first year of teaching, I did not hold 
my students to the highest expectations, nor did I push them to achieve at the levels they were 
capable of. I think I felt that my students faced so many challenges outside of the classroom that 
I did not want to see them struggle or feel pressure in my room. Reagan has taught me just how 
important it is that my students, and all students of low socioeconomic status, are given 
opportunities in school that challenge them, push them, and teach them how to overcome their 
struggles. It took me a long time to realize that in my Mathematics class, these were the skills 
that would transfer and be beneficial to my students’ success. 
 
Ashley Lindberg graduated from American University where she majored in international 
relations and minored in mathematics. Ashley currently works as a 10th grade geometry teacher 
at Reagan High School, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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Thank You 
Nina Linneman 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Math & Science Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

I work with 16 co-workers. My co-workers regularly do cartwheels, call out (read: yell!!) the 
answer when I ask them to think in their heads, and they’re learning how to be kind and 
compassionate human beings. Kindness has taken some time to cultivate. It will likely be a life-
long cultivation. The first time I met AZ he was underneath a table screaming. He was 
screaming at his teacher because she asked him to tuck in his shirt. I was horrified and I 
thought to myself “Is this really how my day…no…my year is going to start out?” I gave him a 
chance though. I knelt down and looked him in the eyes and asked what he needed from me in 
order to get out from underneath the table. It was a slow start. That was late August. 
Now it is mid-March. Everyday we work as a full group to encourage use of kind words. We 
practice using kind words even when we don’t need to use them. AZ grew a little, and then he 
backslid. I used positive behavior intervention supports in order to incentivize using nice words.  
 
He finally has started to show me growth.  
 
Last week, he used the nicest words in the whole world. He said thank you to his classmate for 
lending him a pencil. 
 
Nina Linneman graduated from Marquette University where she majored in psychology and 
minored in Italian studies. Nina currently works as a five-year old kindergarten through 5th 
grade special education teacher at Milwaukee Math & Science Academy, and she is a 1st year 
corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

30 Books 
Susan Livermore 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
La Causa Charter School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 14 

State Senate District 5 
 

Dayanne was staring at me, and I was not surprised. I had just announced to our class that I 
was challenging them to read 30 books in 7th grade. I knew that this undertaking, named 
Project 2024 for the year my students would graduate from college, was asking a lot. I knew that 
many of my students had never read a complete book. I knew that many of them, including 
Dayanne, were not reading on grade level. I knew that reading was not only difficult for my 
students, but scary; however, my students needed to become readers in order to build their own 
bridge to the future, become critical thinkers, and develop as advocates for themselves and their 
communities. And so I introduced Project 2024, and Dayanne was staring at me like I was 
asking her to follow me off a cliff. 
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We worked hard. We learned that reading is about love and exploration. We followed two 
cardinal rules: 1) Read a book on your reading level, but don’t be afraid of challenges; and 2) 
Read books that you like. And Dayanne, who had moved from Puerto Rico two years before 
and began 7th grade at a 2nd grade reading level, took up the charge. She accepted the 
challenge, found what she loved, and plowed through piles of books. Five months later, and 
Dayanne is reading at a 4th grade reading level – and she is the second student in our class to 
finish Project 2024 and read 30 books. She is an inspiration to her fellow 7th graders, and she is 
an inspiration to me. Dayanne exemplifies how background and language do not hold you back 
from success and growth. Instead, they can push you forward. When Dayanne smiles and me 
and tells me she needs to go to the library again, I never say no. 
 
Susan Livermore graduated from Kenyon College where she majored in Spanish literature & 
English. Susan currently works as a 7th grade bilingual reading teacher at La Causa Charter 
School, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

Student Mission Statements Drive Success 
Ryan Loris 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Seeds of Health: Tenor High School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

As a high school teacher this year at Tenor High School in Milwaukee I have had many inspiring 
stories come out of my classroom; however, there is one story that stands out to me the most. 
In my classroom I have a mission statement for my students to provide us with a guide of the 
type of people I want them to become by the end of the year. I have also had my students each 
write a mission statement for themselves that includes what they value, their goals and the type 
of people they want to be. Many of my students mission statements have been empowering for 
them and serve as their reminder of what they are working for each day.  
 
One student's mission statement stands out to me though as something that is truly inspiring. 
De'shawn has had to go through one of the most difficult parts of life at a very young age. His 
mother died this fall from a drug overdose. De'shawn was not only left with the weight of losing 
his mother, but with the weight of having to be the oldest of five siblings whom he was now in 
charge of. It would have been very easy for Deshawn to give up on life and fall under the weight 
of it all; however, De'shawn explained in his mission statement that he was going to use this 
experience to drive him to be the best person possible each day for his younger siblings and 
graduate from college so he could support the rest of his family. De'shawn's maturity and drive 
has inspired myself and the rest of the school. He has truly shown us what it means to 
overcome real obstacles and I am so happy I was able to provide him with some guidance and 
motivation with his mission statement. 
 
Ryan Loris graduated from the University of Iowa where he majored in chemistry. Ryan 
currently works as a 10th and 11th grade geometry and chemistry teacher at Seeds of Health: 
Tenor High School, and he is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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High-Honors Scholars 
Levi Lovang 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Math & Science Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 18 

State Senate District 6 
 

All of my scholars are amazing but I have to acknowledge my high-honors scholars. There are a 
few of them in my class. I’ve been able to observe these scholars receive their prestigious 
certificates and red polos during the high-honors banquet and I couldn’t be more proud. I also 
enjoyed breaking bread with their families during the banquet and getting to know my scholars 
more. My scholars demonstrate excellence through their academics, attendance and behavior. 
In the classroom, they are always eager to learn and their curiosity inspires me to be the best I 
teacher I can be. 
 
Levi Lovang graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee where he majored in 
sociology. Levi currently works as a 3rd grade teacher at Milwaukee Math & Science Academy, 
and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Character 
Justeena Masina 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
School of Technical Career Education 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 18 

State Senate District 6 
 

Teaching is not easy. Being a first year teacher has been complicated; however, through the 
moments of frustration and moments of what feels like constant subjection to torture, there is an 
inherent search for what seems like is a mere illusion of a silver lining. The single story that 
each child represents is a strong thread which provides that silver lining that I’ve been looking 
for. To focus on just one student wouldn’t bring enough justification to the potential and beauty 
that they possess as a whole. Although they may not get along together at all times, their 
progression of character has been the most amazing. After winter break, it became apparent 
that my students did not feel safe in their environment, so I began focusing on character 
building. All of my students have given a concerted effort in my classroom to be better. Many 
catch themselves when they are being rude to someone, others have been better at self-
monitoring and helping those around them. They also have been open in participating in 
discussions on how to improve our classroom. Their brilliance and effort has increased 
considerably and they have adopted the mindset of continually getting better. 
 
Justeena Masina graduated from the University of Utah where she majored in international 
studies. Justeena currently works as a 6th-8th grade teacher at School of Technical Career 
Education, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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I Teach... 
Mary Katherine McCartney 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
LUMIN: Sherman Park Lutheran 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 18 

State Senate District 6 
 

Tap, tap... just checking the mic... 
"I teach for the  
smiles, giggles, silly expressions, and fart noises. 
for the  
late night grading, and Sunday night planning 
I teach because education is the ultimate decider of LIFE. 
Not just academics, like adding fractions, sounding out "particular" or identifying the main idea.  
But rather 
enabling and facilitating conversations 
That ask why? How? When?  
Why? Why? Why? 
I teach because I want my students to grow up and live happy, fulfilled lives... 
Teaching is... witnessing " ah hah" moments. 
Teaching is... hugs good-bye. 
Teaching is... so much more than just a red X on a math test." 
Mic drop. 
 
Mary Katherine McCartney graduated from The Ohio State University where she majored in fine 
arts. Mary Katherine currently works as a 2nd grade teacher at LUMIN: Sherman Park Lutheran, 
and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Inspiration from an Unexpected Teacher 
Patrick McGee 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
North Division 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 18 

State Senate District 6 
 

I found inspiration about the future of students in one particular 11-year-old that I had the 
pleasure to teach for the small time I had. I am withholding the name of this student not simply 
because it is a polite thing to do, but because this student is going to be going very large places 
and I wouldn’t want her to be embarrassed when she googles herself before running for office. 
Anyways, this student inspired me to think differently about how adversity can hold a student 
down.  
 
When I first joined TFA, I knew that the lives and situations of the students I would be teaching 
would be really tragic at times and that it was not what I have experienced. As I learned about 
my students, I knew I was right, but there was one student I did not know as much about except 
for the fact that she was one of the most kind and caring students I taught. She was the one 
who helped students arrange their lockers and helped others get focused. She was patient with 
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me while I fumbled though the lessons that I taught throughout my first year and never got 
caught up in the roaring noises that came from the other students when I messed up. I never 
really reached out to parents with this student because she was never an issue and I wish I did 
sooner, simply because of what I found out.  
 
While talking to a fellow colleague about this student, I was amazed about what I found out. It 
turns out that this student was put up for adoption at an early age as she was the daughter of 
drug addicted parents. The adopted parents she had were very loving, but the kicker was that 
this student knew her past and knew her biological parent’s past as well. Up until this point, I 
attributed behavioral concerns with anger the students were feeling about things in their past 
they couldn’t control. What I ended up seeing in this one student though was complete 
acceptance of her past and the realization that she could be something way more. I still, to this 
day, have yet to see an adult with the strength of this kid. I know I couldn’t have dealt with the 
news that she had by the age of 11 and here she was, smiling through adversity and lifting up 
people around her, including me, all the while.  
 
Regardless of the new skills I have learned in this experience, I know that I will not be as 
inspired and uplifted in such a huge way as I was in this single instance. This student, wise 
beyond years, made me better and wiser as a result and it keeps me going on some of the 
rougher days. 
 
Patrick McGee graduated from the University of Illinois-Chicago where he majored in biological 
science & general psychology. Patrick currently works as a 9th-12th grade biology and health 
teacher at North Division, and he is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Learning to Swim 
Elizabeth Mentink 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
LUMIN: St. Martini 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 18 

State Senate District 6 
 

Roberto amazes me. This year, he transferred to St. Martini Lutheran School from a Spanish 
immersion school. In the past, he spoke Spanish at school, Spanish at home, Spanish 
everywhere. But last August, he was thrown into an English school and told he needed to sink 
or swim. A lot of students, and adults, would have given up.  
 
In the beginning of the year, Roberto would barely look at anyone in the classroom. He was 
quiet, shy, and overwhelmed. I would call on him every time he raised his hand – approximately 
twice a month. He struggled to read, struggled to understand math, struggled to connect with his 
classmates. I was struggling to teach 29 students and lay in bed at night worrying that I wasn't 
the right person to teach Roberto. 
 
Slowly Roberto began to feel more comfortable and I started to find ways to push him. When we 
started small group instruction in reading and math, Roberto felt more comfortable asking and 
answering questions. He attends reading intervention and gives up his recess to attend math 
intervention. He made friends with the other 3rd graders and now there is constantly a swarm of 
excited voices around him during group activities. In the beginning of the year, he rarely raised 
his hand. Now, I need to ask him to wait so that other students have a chance to answer. 
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Roberto has grown from a shy kid to an exemplar scholar. He never misses an opportunity to 
learn and he’s so excited about sharing new experiences.  
 
A few weeks ago, I distributed a 780 Lexile article to Roberto's reading group. I was concerned 
that the reading level was too high but thought they would be interested in the article and 
wanted to give them a chance. Roberto's classmates struggled but when it was his turn to read 
the words came out flawlessly and fluently.  
 
Roberto had learned to swim. 
 
Elizabeth Mentink graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Whitewater where she majored in 
social work and minored in international studies. Elizabeth currently works as a 3rd grade 
teacher at LUMIN: St. Martini, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee.  
 

 

Kawm Lwm Yam Lus [Learning Another Language] 
Emily Meyer 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Hmong American Peace Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

When I first accepted my position at Hmong American Peace Academy, I didn’t know who the 
Hmong people were. I didn’t know of their alliance to America during Vietnam. I had no 
knowledge of the sacrifices the Hmong made, only to have America leave the Hmong people 
unarmed in Vietnam. I learned quickly. In urban education, you have to learn quickly. The 
beginning of my job remains blurry to me: simply put, I was overwhelmed; I was unsure, and I 
was desperate to support my refugee students develop their language skills. 
 
Paoxiong entered my classroom last fall. She had moved from Laos four years prior to our 
meeting and had attended a myriad of American schools before attending Hmong American 
Peace Academy. When Paoxiong entered my classroom, she was reading out of elementary 
level textbooks. I would desperately try to find stories at her reading level without pictures — 
picture books were a painful reminder that she was a much lower English speaker than her 
peers. Over the last two years, I have watched Paoxiong grow in her reading, her writing, and 
her verbal communication. Today, Paoxiong asked me to watch her oral presentation in a 
completely non-modified personal finance class. When I think of the students that have changed 
my life, I think of Paoxiong.  
 
Paoxiong has attended school in three different languages. Her parents left her and her brother 
in Laos for four years so that they were able to start a life in America for them. This decision to 
split their family is unimaginable to me, and a decision I deeply respect. Through individual 
mentorship, a community of love and support, and an environment that empowers rather than 
silences, Paoxiong has made an incredible amount of growth. Paoxiong and the other young 
women that I teach are the reason that I get up in the morning, and the reason that I have every 
intention to dedicate the rest of my life to working with young women just like her. 
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Emily Meyer graduated from Drake University where she majored in secondary education & 
English. Emily currently works as a 10th-12th grade world literature teacher at Hmong American 
Peace Academy, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Exit Tickets 
Julie Mihm 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
HOPE Christian Schools: Fortis 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

It was one of those really bad days.  
 
The last thing I wanted to do was grade my exit tickets. I flipped through them. They actually 
looked good. Did the students actually understand the lesson? Could it be?  
 
I flipped to one of my favorite students. She always struggles through her exit ticket, usually with 
a note at the end of paper saying something along the lines of, “Ms. Mihm I really don’t get it.” 
Today’s bad day couldn’t get much worse, so I might as well look at her ticket.  
 
I couldn’t believe it. One hundred percent correct. She did every step the way I modeled it on 
the board. She didn’t miss anything like most students did.  
 
Over the past few weeks since the perfect exit ticket, I’ve seen small changes in her. First, a 
hesitant hand answering a simple question. Next, a high score on the MAP test. And today, my 
very favorite: her explaining particularly challenging concept to a struggling student. 
 
Julie Mihm graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Whitewater where she majored in 
human resource mangement. Julie currently works as a 4th grade teacher at HOPE Christian 
Schools: Fortis, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

7th Grade Hero and Poet 
Matthew Mizrahi 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Rufus King Middle Years 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

It has been so fascinating and inspiring to watch my seventh grade students grow. I have known 
them now for eight months, and in this time, I have seen so much change. I think the seventh 
grade is pivotal year in terms of child development, and it has been an honor to be by my 
students’ sides through these strange, trying, and exciting times. One student has especially 
impressed me in his intellectual growth and emotional maturation. He started the year as a 
sensitive, unsure, insecure, unengaged and diminutive child, and somewhere between 
September and March, he sprung up and bloomed into an empathetic, outgoing, and confident 
young man who has developed a passion for the arts and for learning. This person was picked 
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on a lot at the beginning of the year, and often expressed insecurity in himself. With great 
courage, he frequently volunteered to read his writing to the class, and tell them about his 
struggles with self-esteem and identity. He was made fun of for this, but he was resilient, and 
refused to let the opinions of others stop him from expressing himself, as uncertain with himself 
as he was. Over the course of the year, I have watched this young man befriend other less 
popular students – students who experience the ridicule and bullying of their peers every day. 
He makes a great attempt to show these young people empathy, understanding, and kindness. 
It is clear to me that he has sent a powerful, positive example to his peers. He has stopped 
being bullied and teased, and has become, because of his merits as an individual, one of the 
most popular kids in school. He continues to lift his voice against bullying, and to support his 
less popular peers. On top of all this, he has recently become impassioned by poetry, and has 
turned into an exceptional young poet. I have a deep respect for this young man, and consider it 
an honor and a privilege just to know him, let alone teach him. I am so excited to see where this 
young man goes in life, because I am certain it is going to be awesome! 
 
Matthew Mizrahi graduated from the University of California, Santa Cruz where he majored in 
Pre & Early Modern literature. Matthew currently works as a 7th grade English teacher at Rufus 
King Middle Years, and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Beyond Literacy 
Cristina Moutinho 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Rocketship Southside Community Prep 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

I've had the pleasure of working with ReyGino for two years now. He came into my K4 class an 
extremely aggressive and angry child. He had the shortest fuse with both adults and his peers, 
and hit/kicked/yelled at other kids on countless occasions. It got to the point where the other 
students did not want to be his friend anymore, and this made him even angrier. When I started 
noticing this, I began to be extremely intentional about trying to teach ReyGino various different 
anger management strategies and pro-social behaviors. He was resistant to these at first, but by 
the spring, his aggression had decreased significantly, and I could see him internalizing the 
strategies I had taught him; however, summer was quickly approaching, and I was nervous the 
long break would make us have to start the year at square one. By September, though, I was 
absolutely amazed at the leader he was becoming. I overhead him teaching the strategies to 
other students in the class, and saying things like "Just take 10 deep breaths and you'll feel 
better" or "You don't have to push, just say, can I have my spot please?" This was a student that 
would have literally punched a student in the face for being in his spot last year, and had turned 
into a champion for our class values. I believe this change in attitude will help put him on a 
completely different, more positive, trajectory for success later in life. My experience with 
ReyGino showed me that sometimes it is OK, and actually extremely important, to take a step 
back from our intense determination to teach our kids literacy and math skills, and realize that 
teaching them how to be positive role models for others is equally essential in their development 
as young leaders and future community change agents. 
 
Cristina Moutinho graduated from the University of Virginia where she majored in anthropology. 
Cristina currently works as a five-year old kindergarten literacy teacher at Rocketship Southside 
Community Prep, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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Open-Mic Club 
Griffin Muckley 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
HOPE Christian Schools: HIGH 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

"Hey Mr. Muckley, I think I'm going to try to come to the poetry thing today." My heart jolts in 
excitement for just a second. It's not because they’re coming to my club; in fact, four out of five 
times the students never show up anyway. No, I’m excited because that means they have the 
bug – that curiosity to explore something in themselves and actually make something out of it. 
It’s flicker of self-awareness that I don’t always get to see in a classroom setting, even though 
that curiosity really is the first step to learning. Which brings me to Titus. And Azizah, and Alisia, 
and Rose, and Artevia, and Berry, and Sam, and DeAnthony. But they’ll come later.  
 
Titus was spending most weekday afternoons in the detention room. If it wasn’t for behavior, it 
was for missed homework. If not missed homework, then probably because he didn’t have 
anywhere else to go but the park. But in Milwaukee, even the most avid hoopers don’t weather 
the elements in January. So Titus just chilled. He wasn’t in any shape to join the basketball 
team. He was never interested in football. And our school didn’t offer any “official” artistic 
extracurricular activities. Then it started with that heart-jolting line, “Hey, yo, Mr. Muckley I think 
I’m coming to that poetry thing you do.” 
 
That Friday afternoon, we Open-Mic club with a few spoken word videos and a brainstorm 
question, but Titus was already halfway through his first notebook page. By the time we were all 
done writing, Titus was begging to perform his two-and-a-half-page poem. I would try to 
describe the poem for you, but I couldn’t do it fair justice. Just know that when he was done, the 
room was silent, and most of us were covering our mouths in shock. To steal a phrase from the 
kids, “It was ccooooooolldd!” Everyone gave him a round of applause and the typical, 
contradictory accolades only teens really understand: that was cold! That’s hot. Boy that was 
sick. So fresh!  
 
The next week, student council heard about his piece and asked him to perform at halftime of 
our school’s next basketball game, which he excitedly agreed to. The next week he proudly 
approached me in homeroom. He had no detentions, no demerits, and no homework-overtimes 
for the entire week: a first for him in months. He sprinted into my classroom the next Friday after 
the afternoon bell. We were in our third or fourth week of the club, but his excitement and 
enthusiasm took over and made the space an afterschool family. Azizah assures every new 
member that the space is a “no-judgement” zone. Berry encourages everyone, even those who 
resist at first, to read out their thoughts. And Titus always pushes everyone to read again, and 
again, and again just so that they can hear each others’ words and cheer each other on. Now I 
just sit back for an hour and let these young artists take control of the space to do what they 
need to every Friday afternoon. What they’ve created is nothing short of dope. 
 
Griffin Muckley graduated from Loyola University Chicago where he majored in English and 
minored in journalism. Griffin currently works as a 10th grade English teacher at HOPE 
Christian Schools: HIGH, and he is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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Parent Contact 
Elise Myers 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
NOVA Middle/High School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

Charles is generally a disruptive student in class. He likes to wander around the room and talk 
to all the girls, and when I get him seated, he refuses to do his work. In the past, it is difficult to 
get in contact with parents (no one showed up for conferences), and even though I was sure 
that connecting with parents might be helpful, I felt that I could not be bothered to do it; 
however, Charles' mom works in the lunchroom, and one day I ran into her and she asked me 
how Charles was doing. I told her that he had refused to do any of his work for the past week, 
and she simply responded, "Bring me his missing work. I'll make sure he does it." It was that 
simple. I brought the work downstairs to Charles' mom, and within two days, Charles sheepishly 
handed all of his missing assignments back to me and he was back on track. I still check in with 
Charles' mom when I see her, and when he begins to slack, she takes care of him for me. 
Because of this successful incident, now I have less excuse to make the extra effort to involve a 
parent, because it really can make my life easier! 
 
Elise Myers graduated from Humboldt State University where she majored in biology. Elise 
currently works as an 8th-12th grade biology and health teacher at NOVA Middle/High School, 
and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

Hope 
Brittany Nash 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee College Prep: North 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

The moments I’ve shared with Jazzmale have been just as memorable as his name. Jazzmale 
is full of energy, full of charisma, and full of compassion. Jazzmale missed over half the school 
year at his former school last year due to suspensions. Still, he was passed to the next grade. 
His mother had many apprehensions about him being promoted and mentioned that the 
teachers gave up on her child. Milwaukee College Preparatory School was his “fresh start.” We 
all were excited and hopeful for this school year.  
 
Jazzmale displayed very erratic behavior from early on. He was very disruptive and would 
cause a dramatic scene when he couldn’t get his way. He would yell expletives, run out the 
classroom and fall to the floor at any given moment. I remember going home crying because “I 
had had enough.” I may have had enough with his behavior, but I had not even tapped beyond 
the surface into Jazzmale’s world. Jazzmale suffered from a severe mental issue. About a 
month into school, Jazzmale became upset and decided to wrap his bookbag strap around his 
neck. After hearing someone gasping for air and students yelling, I ran to the back of the line. I 
only remember saying over and over “why” as I held back tears. His only response was 
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“because I’m a piece of trash.” A similar incident occurred weeks later and he was admitted into 
Rogers Memorial. 
 
That following Sunday afternoon, I received a phone call from Jazzmale. He wanted me to bring 
him some “hot chips.” I told him I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to sneak hot chips into the 
hospital but that I would come visit him right away. Excited that I agreed to visit him, he quickly 
told me he loved me and hung up.  
  
Once I arrived I saw Jazzmale from a different perspective. He wasn’t the troublemaker that 
loved interrupting my lessons. Instead, he was the compassionate young boy who possessed all 
of the potential in the world but was afraid to walk in that truth. Jazzmale took me to his art 
session. I learned so much about him as we sat there and painted for over an hour. He began to 
cry when I left. The nurse told me that he had been talking about me ever since he arrived. I 
assumed that his reason for acting out was because he hated me. I was surprised when she 
told me he said that no matter what he does, I still love him. After hearing this, I was flattered 
but convicted at the same time. I knew I could do more and so I did.  
 
After being released, Jazzmale is doing better than ever. He is receiving the necessary support 
he needs and now that his behavior is under control, his academics are improving 
tremendously. He also has very involved parents and a teacher who will never give up and 
never let him give up. Jazzmale loves words of affirmation. I tell him daily, how valuable, how 
loved and how he’s such an amazingly smart scholar. It warms my heart when he now nods and 
smiles and says, “I know!” 
 
Brittany Nash graduated from Columbia College Chicago where she majored in broadcast 
journalism and minored in public relations. Brittany currently works as a 4th grade reading, 
writing, social studies teacher at Milwaukee College Prep: North, and she is a 1st year corps 
member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Only Time Will Tell 
Morgen Nash 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Rocketship Southside Community Prep 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

A student that has amazed me this year is a little boy in my class named Byron. When I went on 
my home visit this summer prior to school starting to meet him, I was very excited to meet a little 
boy that had so much personality and that did not speak a lick of English. Upon talking to his 
mother, I was told good luck with him. She went on to say that he was naughty, always got in 
trouble and did not want nor had any interest in going to school. With this news, I was very 
apprehensive about how this little boy would be in my class. The first couple of months of school 
were very interesting. Byron had a tendency to hit me when he wanted my attention refused to 
call me Ms. Nash, only maestra. He struggled with sharing and playing nicely with the other 
children, and his favorite thing to do was grab a black crayon and color anything he could get 
his hands on. Academically, he showed no interest in learning, and it was often a struggle to get 
him to sit and pay attention to anything. With all this being said, I relentlessly worked with Byron, 
guiding him along, working one-on-one with him, and holding him to the same expectation I held 
the rest of my kids. It is now March, and I am happy to say that the Byron I met at the beginning 
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of the year to the Byron I know now are two different kids. Not only did Byron speak in English 
to me in complete sentences, but he has grown so much academically in both ELA and math. 
He is even one of my top students in sight word growth. His mom tells me on a daily basis how 
much Byron loves school now, and I couldn't agree more. Two weeks ago, for the first time 
Byron said, "I love you Ms. Nash." Not only did that warm my heart, but it also showed me how 
much Byron had grown and how amazing this little man is. 
 
Morgen Nash graduated from James Madison University where she majored in speech 
language pathology. Morgen currently works as a four-year old kindergarten teacher at 
Rocketship Southside Community Prep, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For 
America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

All Children 
Jasmine Navar 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Audobon Middle School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

Among the students I am fortunate enough to teach are some of Milwaukee’s most resilient 
children. These children have had many challenges in and outside of school. One would think 
these challenges would keep a child from succeeding and yet everyday I witness children 
stepping up to be some of the most important leaders in their community.  
 
One story in particular exemplifies my student’s leadership skills. After having many serious 
conversations with my students about the dangers of bullying, I could tell that some students 
were feeling guilty about the way they had unknowingly treated a student with a disability. At 
lunch, and without prompting, these students began to sit next to the student they had been 
bullying. During class, they assisted their new friend in any way they could. Whether it was 
helping him open his locker or organizing his homework, they formed a community around 
someone that needed their assistance and companionship.  
 
At the young age of 11, my students have shown me what it means to take care of all of the 
people in your community. They have an urgency to help one another and not leave each other 
behind. They are innovative and find solutions to difficult problems that our society struggles to 
even acknowledge. They are brilliant and prove that a strong community has the power to 
educate all children. 
 
Jasmine Navar graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where she majored in legal 
studies and minored in East Asian studies. Jasmine currently works as a 6th and 7th grade 
English language arts teacher at Audobon Middle School, and she is a 1st year corps member 
of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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Beyond the Surface 
Jenna Nelson 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Bayview High School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

My student who gives me the most trouble also amazes me just about every time we talk 
outside of class. In class, this student is the textbook definition of class clown. He is always 
walking around or doing something to engage others in anything other than what is on my 
agenda for the day. Admittedly, there were a few times where I thought to myself, "he just 
doesn't care about learning;" however, I was definitely proven wrong when he came in to talk 
with me one time after school. He was motivated to catch up in class and be re-certified for the 
basketball team. We spent some time talking about the structure of an atom and he absolutely 
amazed me with his depth of thinking. As we talked about the structure of an atom and the 
arrangement of the periodic table, he continuously asked me "but why does..." and "well what 
if..." and made some incredible connections. From that one hour after school, I was able to see 
how incredible his thought process is, but I was still wondering why he didn't ever apply that in 
class.  
 
When I asked him this, he told me that he needed to be hooked into class and stay hooked in 
order to pay attention. As soon as he got bored or lost focus for even a second, he stopped 
paying attention. At that point, even if he tried to reengage with the class, he had missed too 
much and was lost so chose to do other things in class instead. This has challenged me to 
focus on being more engaging and interactive for my students from the first second of class. I 
am a long way from being good at that, but I have begun to pick out my students who are easily 
distracted and actively bring them into the lesson. I use those students for demonstrations and 
anything else that allows them to be moving and engaged in the class. This has challenged me 
to design interactive lessons to bring out the best in my learners. By staying after school with 
me that one afternoon, I was shown how important it really is to look past the surface of my 
students and figure out a way to reach them individually. Each one of them is amazingly 
talented and very bright, but they all have different ways of expressing that and need different 
things from me in order to bring out their best. Balancing all of this is my challenge, but it keeps 
me motivated to be creative and reach my learners. 
 
Jenna Nelson graduated from the University of Connecticut where she majored in chemistry. 
Jenna currently works as a 10th-12th grade chemistry and physics teacher at Bayview High 
School, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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English Language Learning and Loving 
Margaret Nestor 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Hmong American Peace Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

I don’t think I paid any attention in my undergrad on the day we must have learned about 
working with English language learners. I had no vested interest or concept of what ELL 
students were or that they would one day become the thing that would make me laugh, squeal 
with joy, quietly cry on my commute home from work, or reshape my entire understanding of 
Asian immigrants.  
 
I was utterly lost my entire first year of teaching when it came to helping Chong. She was one of 
the funniest girls I’d ever met. She would walk into class chattering and teasing others in Hmong 
and burst into endless laughter. She never took anything or anyone too seriously, including 
school or her low English skills. She would furrow her forehead and eyebrows in class but nod 
her head when I asked if she understood. We would set up study sessions after school that she 
would bail on with a giggle and a sassy joke. She deflected her deficits with humor until one 
day, late at night before an exam, towards the end of the school year, I approached her about 
her nonchalance. Her reaction was unprecedented and unnerving.  
 
She promptly started to bawl. Deep, heaving sobs. She choked down air and shook her head 
when I asked if she wanted to talk about it. She stood there in my dark classroom and silently 
wept. I wiped tears from my own eyes, feeling helpless. She left with just a few words, “I try my 
best on the test tomorrow.” Later that night I got a text message from her that read, “Ms. Nestor, 
I sorry for making you cry. The tears they just come out of my eyes and I can’t make them stop. 
But I’m sorry.” I knew I had failed her.  
 
When she came back into the economics classroom the next school year I was determined to 
help her have more success. We made a pact that she would leave senior year and I wouldn’t 
be worried about her or her English. And then we worked. From not quite knowing what a rhino 
was in a reading assignment to graphing and charting business cycles, we spent many nights 
together laughing and snacking on Asian market candies she would bring. Chong got a C or 
better on every Economics exam that semester. When I handed her an A on her exam she 
smiled and giggled so much I had to turn around so she wouldn’t see me cry. Recently she 
wrote me a “praise note” that ended by saying she loved me with all of her heart.  
  
Knowing Chong, and having the honor to be her teacher, despite my early mistakes and 
failures, has irrevocably changed me. The way that I approach each and every student is 
different because of the failures and successes I experienced with her. Chong taught me that 
education is both a partnership between teacher and student and a partnership of dedication 
and love. 
 
Margaret Nestor graduated from the University of Missouri-Columbia where she majored in 
secondary education. Margaret currently works as a 10th-12th grade world history and 
economics teacher at Hmong American Peace Academy, and she is a 2nd year corps member 
of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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A Song for Everyone 
Charles Noel 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Hopkins Lloyd 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

Some days we get wrapped up in the next standard we'll be covering or the school's next 
assessment, that we lose sight of special the bond of a class can be. Luckily, Robert sits in the 
front of my room to remind me of that every day. At 2:20pm the bell rings each day to signal 
time to wrap up our studies and get ready for the busses. One day, in mid September we had 
cleaned up and were ready to go, but we had 5 minutes to spare. Robert's hand shot up in the 
air... "Mr. Noel, can I sing?" Of course I sarcastically reply, "I don't know, can you?" "Sorry Mr. 
Noel, may I sing a song for the class?" Whenever a student asks to share something, they 
haven't put by you, you're always taking a risk, this is the best risk I ever took. Robert came up 
to the front of the room and without any hesitation performed the Jackson 5's "I Want You 
Back!" My whole class was so excited many of them wanted to take part.  
 
Over the following weeks, my students formed a group loosely labeled the Jackson 5, however, 
Robert made certain that everyone who wanted could be involved so it fluctuated between 6 
and 7. The beauty of it was not just the team work, or the fun that these students were having, 
but the incentive Robert created for my class. Teachers are always looking for incentives to 
motivate their students, when a third of the class is performing and the other students feel such 
pride for the performers, they put in a little extra effort. Each day, if we behaved, the Jackson 5 
would perform during the last ten minutes. With that incentive, my students became much more 
attentive an involved. I believe we owe some of our academic and behavioral growth to Robert. 
Robert and his group were able to perform at the Black History Month celebration in February-- 
Parents are still coming up and telling me what a phenomenal job the singers did.  
 
Together we took a risk, I allowed Robert to perform, but he had the courage to lead our class 
everyday not only in song, but also as a representative our class' hard work and dedication to 
perfection and success. 
 
Charles Noel graduated from Colorado College where he majored in English. Charles currently 
works as a 4th and 5th grade teacher at Hopkins Lloyd, and he is a 1st year corps member of 
Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Transformation 
Jillian Nolke 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Collegiate Academy 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

One of the best parts about being a High School teacher is really seeing my students find their 
identity and truly become the person they want to be. Teaching freshman, juniors and seniors 
has given me the ability to see students at different developmental stages look to themselves 
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and really express who they are. My students constantly amaze me with who they are, where 
they want to go and what they won’t allow to stand in their way.  
 
The student I am speaking about in particular is Miriah. Miriah is a shy, soft-spoken junior, who I 
have been lucky enough to see grow and develop in immeasurable ways this year. At the 
beginning of the year, in a brief conversation, Miriah told me that she really wanted to turn 
things around this year and be the best version of herself. I was proud of Miriah that she was 
being so self-directed and motivated, but I often see students set these ambitious goals for 
themselves in September, and fall off track slowly throughout the year. I supported Miriah in her 
goals and I was eager to see where things would go.  
 
Miriah amazed me because she, without a doubt, came out of her shell this year and really grew 
into a wonderful young woman. A once shy and timid girl, Miriah has impressed me every day 
this year with her poise, direction and ambition. During one of our unit assessments, a 
persuasive speech, Miriah chose the topic of single-parent adoption. Students were able to 
choose any topic they wanted, but I urged them to pick a topic that meant something to them in 
order to be invested in the process.  
 
What I came to learn about Miriah throughout the writing process is that Miriah was born in a 
state-correction center, to a mother and father who were both in jail. Miriah has never had a 
parent in her life and has been in and out of foster-care for sixteen years. Miriah worked 
diligently to find research, interview people, and wrote various drafts over the course of three 
weeks. Her passion for this subject became so evident as she wove rhetorical strategies in and 
out of her work, corrected draft after draft and eventually delivered the speech in front of the 
class.  
 
In September, Miriah was a shy girl who was unsure about how to change her past attitudes 
toward school and in March, Miriah is a strong, passionate and dedicated young woman. The 
day we delivered the speeches in class, Miriah dressed professionally, stood at the podium and 
spoke with such poise and passion. Miriah took her personal experience to evoke emotion from 
the audience, eventually persuading everyone in the room that single parents should be able to 
adopt without a second thought because at the end of the day, every child needs a parent in 
their life. Over the course of the year Miriah has amazed me with who she wants to be and the 
drive she has to make that person a reality.  
 
Jillian Nolke graduated from DePaul University where she majored in English. Jillian currently 
works as a 9th and 11th grade English teacher at Milwaukee Collegiate Academy, and she is a 
1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Finding Joy in February 
Ashley Oliver 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Allen-Field Elementary School 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

February in teaching is a hard month. February means cold and dark days, indoor recess, poor 
attendance and little hope for reprieve from the elements. The cold thwarted me from my love of 
the outdoors and indoor recess only allowed me a 15 minute lunch where I could choose 
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between eating or setting up the literacy centers. The low morale was felt throughout the school 
and when the Valentine’s Dance came around, very few classroom teachers stayed to 
volunteer. I myself almost didn't make it. My brain did not want to fathom what it thought would 
be a tiring chore after a demanding 10 hours of lesson planning and work. It was fortuitous for 
me that someone saw me and said “Oh good Ms. Oliver, you’re staying, right? I could use some 
help with hanging decorations.”  
 
The reality of The Valentine’s Dance was two straight hours of me dancing like an energetic 
five-year-old with my eight kindergartners who came. We formed trains, danced bachata, 
hopped, hopped on one foot and when one of my students did a perfect rendition of Oppa 
Gangnam Style, I laughed until it hurt. I was profoundly, ecstatically happy. I did not have to 
stop and reflect on the night to recognize its significance. The lasting bond that I formed with 
those students has embedded itself in my memory. The Valentine’s Dance reminded me who it 
is I’m working for and why I don’t I don’t have time to be joyless in February.  
 
I cringe to think about opportunity cost if I had chosen to just go home that night. My story is not 
about one student, it’s about eigth and what those eight taught me: show up, be present, be 
joyful. The joy we created that night diffused to the bleak February classroom and from there it 
was contagious. The joy transferred into our learning and together as a class we were invested. 
I have the great honor of teaching children the foundations of reading. I get to see independent 
readers emerge from a fog of illiteracy. I will not forget that those foundations of reading need 
mortar to hold them together. That mortar comes from student preparedness, self-motivation 
and a joy for learning that must be relentlessly perpetuated. 
 
Ashley Oliver graduated from Indiana University, Purdue University Indianapolis where she 
majored in Spanish & Hispanic studies. Ashley currently works as a kindergarten bilingual 
teacher at Allen-Field Elementary School, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For 
America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

Bryson and The Yellow Ukulele 
Hope Owens-Wilson 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee College Prep: Llyod 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

Bryson is a rough kid. He's smart but sometimes he does not think he is. Especially during the 
ELA block in the morning. Most of the times, he can be seen putting his leadership skills to ill 
use; making jokes that interrupt the classroom or distracting scholars next to him by talking. Not 
only does he distract other scholars, he can also distract himself. When called on, he is usually 
interrupted in the middle of a revelry concerning his boredom with reading.  
 
Yet, he has some great moments. I had the joy of watching him score his first points ever in this 
past basketball season, on a team that went on to when third place in their division. The light on 
his face was something I had never seen in the classroom and I was so happy to see it for such 
a positive reason.  
 
One day, when my kids were reading silently, I decided to provide some light ukulele music- 
something I do when they have met expectations fairly well. Suddenly, I hear Bryson start 
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singing along. My first instinct was to chastise him for interrupting other scholars, but then I 
realized this was him sharing something with me and the class. So, I gave him the spotlight. 
"Bryson, why don't you help me out with this song?" At first he acted shy about it but he cleared 
his throat and improvised a silly song about going to the beach and enjoying a vacation. I was 
impressed. This kid who I am normally trying to coerce into doing work had this wonderful 
talent–he could improvise–a skill that takes more talent and intelligence than many people 
realize.  
 
While sometimes it feels like an uphill battle with Bryson and students like him, being able to 
share these moments with them and learn more about their full range of skills helps me to learn 
how I can reach them better and in diverse ways.  
 
Recently, Bryson has been improving in reading and while it is not leaps and bounds it's that 
kind of progress that makes moments like those with him and the ukulele mean that much more. 
 
Hope Owens-Wilson graduated from the University of Mississippi where she majored in African-
American studies and minored in theatre. Hope currently works as a 4th grade teacher at 
Milwaukee College Prep: Llyod, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee.  

 

 

It's the Simple Things in Life 
Beatriz Pacheco 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Lincoln Center of Arts 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

My principals warned me. My fellow teachers felt sorry for me. The students I would be teaching 
made the last teacher quit (several times), destroyed the classroom, and were entirely out of 
control. My first day of school I prayed and prayed that I would be able to just get through the 
day. Everyday the first week, I cried as soon as my students left. Over the past several months 
now, I feel nothing, but immense love for every single student. I decided to mentally take myself 
to my middle school days and truly feel the obstacles my students were encountering. I starting 
telling my students everyday that I love them, I gave them hugs, I cried with them, I sat next to 
them, and made them pick up their pencil as if their life depended on it. 
 
I recently started teaching science and I conducted my students’ first science "lab" ever. In a 
classroom with no materials, I brought random snacks for students to observe by taking the 
volume and recording their physical properties. At the end of the class period, the room was a 
mess and frankly I didn’t think I reached them. By the end of the lab I realized I had. The 
majority of my students summarized the lab by saying that they were so happy and thanked me 
for allowing them to have this experience. While I had been upset about my perspective of the 
outcome, my students were beyond enthused at the thought of measuring blocks of cheese and 
crackers. It's the simple things in life. 
 
Beatriz Pacheco graduated from Purdue University where she majored in political science and 
minored in organizational leadership and supervision. Beatriz currently works as an 8th grade 
English language arts, reading, science, social studies teacher at Lincoln Center of Arts, and 
she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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Christopher's Success 
Elizabeth Paker 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Collegiate Academy 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

When I walked into my classroom this year, I thought I knew exactly what I wanted. I wanted a 
community of learners where students regularly discussed and pushed each other’s thinking. I 
believed that this was by far the best way to learn math because when we communicate with 
one another we have a fantastic opportunity to push each other’s and our own understanding. 
My vision quickly came crashing down one the first day of class when I met Christopher. 
Christopher is one of my students who is a great kid, but I couldn’t for the life of me get him to 
share anything in class. At the beginning of the year, he wouldn’t even say his name aloud, so 
that he could introduce himself to everybody else. He was always by himself and never talked 
with other students. I felt really frustrated because how was he going to learn and engage with 
the mathematical content without verbally communicating about it.  
 
As the school year progressed, I still could only get Christopher to contribute to class 
discussions and to help us solve problems when he was cold-called on. Even then, I had to do a 
lot of prodding and pushing to get him to even say a number out loud; however, I kept pushing 
the relationships that we were building and slowly, but surely Christopher kept improving. My 
success story with Christopher was one day when we were working through a really 
complicated problem. It was a great day in class, and my small-group of students was all really 
engaged and really digging deep into their understanding of complex topics. As I was going 
through the questions that I had had planned for the students, I saw it. In the second row, 
Christopher’s hand was raised. I immediately called on him, and he presented a very clear 
description of exactly what I wanted the students to be thinking. I felt like it was one of my most 
successful teaching moments, not because he had gotten the “right” answer, but because he 
felt like the classroom environment was a safe enough space to express his thoughts and ideas. 
While Christopher is still reluctant to share in the whole group setting, now he consistently 
participates in small group discussions and I have seen his relationships with other students 
grow throughout the year. 
 
Elizabeth Paker graduated from the University of Washington where she majored in math & 
Spanish and minored in education, learning & society. Elizabeth currently works as a 10th grade 
geometry teacher at Milwaukee Collegiate Academy, and she is a 1st year corps member of 
Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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The Power of Trying 
Elena Pepe 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
HOPE Christian Schools: Prima 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

Writer’s Workshop is generally one of the most beloved activities in the classroom. The students 
love having the opportunity to write whatever they want and the transition to Writer’s Workshop 
is often met with silent cheers. Everyone begins writing right away… everyone that is, except for 
one student. Ethanuel is the only student in my classroom who did not attend school previously. 
As a result, he has just recently started learning letters and sounds, skills most other students 
came into the classroom knowing at least to an extent. Due to his lack of knowledge, Ethanuel 
would spend Writer’s Workshop playing with his pencil, napping, basically doing anything other 
than putting pencil to paper. Ethanuel was afraid to fail and, as a result, refused to initiate action 
at all. 
 
But then, something changed. Last week during our Shared Story, Ethanuel was the first 
student to write the first word of our story – “we” – on his paper. When I saw that he had written 
this, I had him come up to the board and model writing for the class. This small moment of 
success was a turning point – since this writing session, Ethanuel’s off-task behavior during 
writing activities has almost disappeared and every piece of paper he submits now at least has 
some writing on it. Not only is he copying down sight words, he is also applying his letter-sound 
knowledge to sound out words. Sometimes the words are written correctly, many times they are 
not, but that is not what is important. What’s important is that Ethanuel has gained the 
confidence to put himself out there and try and, as a result, is allowing his voice to be heard. 
Although this change may seem small, it represents a conflict with which I still struggle, even as 
an adult. Sometimes it can be scary to try something because of our fear of failure, but there is 
no way we can achieve success if we do not try. The simple act of my five-year-old student 
writing a short story about robots made me reflect on my own actions, and inactions. His choice 
to break out of inaction and write words even if they may not be written correctly has inspired 
me to reflect on my own need to be more daring with the challenges and new situations I 
encounter in my life. 
 
Elena Pepe graduated from Harvard University where she majored in psychology and minored 
in archaeology. Elena currently works as a five-year old kindergarten teacher at HOPE Christian 
Schools: Prima, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Cultivating a Culture of Minority Performance 
Fredrick Perry 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Reagan High School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

As a first year 2014 Teach for America Corps member in Milwaukee, there were very few things 
that could have happened in the Milwaukee Public School System which could surprise me. I 
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had already known the disparities between minority achievements in the areas of education, 
socio-economic stratification, and most notable, the lack of MPS culture of achievement. Due to 
the aforementioned conditions concerning Milwaukee Public Schools and the Milwaukee 
community, I went into TFA with high expectations for student advancement, and a heart of 
being able to deal with the emotional effects of students not meeting those high expectations. 
My school placement not only juxtaposed with my initial interpretation of Milwaukee Public 
Schools, but also showed that there are definitely schools in the MPS system that not only have 
a strong culture of academic achievement, but more so, strong support and safety nets for 
students that previously did not have these amenities.  
 
The first day of school, I noticed the difference between the culture of achievement at Ronald 
Reagan High School, and the high school that I attended as an MPS student. The students are 
academically motivated and for the most part, possess very strong self-advocacy skills which 
are important for future advancement. The school services a very diverse population, with a 
student population consisting of students from the north, south, west, and east sides of the 
highlight segregated City of Milwaukee. Although the school services this diverse population, 
statewide test scores reflected that there was still a difference between the academic levels 
marked by racial signifiers. Furthermore, student referrals and behavior problems that I noticed 
tended to occur amongst the students that I serviced as a special educator or minority students. 
When given the opportunity to work with those students to attempt to remedy this phenomenon, 
I thought of different ways to have an effect on student academic achievement, and raise school 
awareness that these students could be successful if they were given the opportunity to do so.  
During the month of February, the school allowed me to play a massive role in coordinating the 
school’s annual Black Heritage Program which took place on February 27th of 2015. I, in 
collaboration with the black student union and other staff at the school, took this opportunity to 
display the talents of many minority students while accompanying history and performance. 
Although the program was difficult to organize due to conflicting schedules of the minority 
population, the students came together and were able to put on a very successful whole school 
assemble. The program consisted of a variety of performances, retelling of historical events, 
instruction about minorities that played massive roles in American history, and cultural unity. I 
was very proud of the students that took the time to make the program a success and I continue 
to work with these students to make sure the culture of academic achievement and cultural 
awareness remains perpetual and prevalent in the MPS school culture. 
 
Fredrick Perry graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where he majored in 
political science and minored in integrated liberal studies. Fredrick currently works as a 9th-12th 
grade special education teacher at Reagan High School, and he is a 1st year corps member of 
Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

Acing High School Chemistry in 2 Hours 
Shannon Pettit 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
James Madison Academic Campus 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

Darian is a student in my tracked 5th period chemistry class who amazed me last semester by 
transforming his grade and understanding of chemistry from an F to an A in a single day. As a 
student, he has 60-70% attendance, and his quiet nature makes him an infrequent class 
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participant. Although he sits in the front, he often puts his head down and disengages from 
class. This is in part from an unstable family situation that is still being resolved, and also 
because his EBD is triggered by loud class environment (my 5th period could politely be called 
lively). At the end of the fall semester, he was not passing my class, and I was not expecting his 
performance on my final exam to significantly elevate his grade. 
 
In order to adequately prepare my students for the exam, and give them a chance to make-up 
missing work or get help, I increased the number of days I stayed after the week before finals. 
Darian unexpectedly came by my room one afternoon, and asked about making up work that 
evening after finishing making up work for another teacher. I agreed to stay later than normal so 
that he could get the extra help that he needed, and was blown away that afternoon by his 
academic progress.  
 
When he walked in, he was unable to vocalize or explain what an ion is or why it's formed; 
midway through my explanation, he finished my sentences and independently inferred all the 
key big ideas from the whole semester. Not only that, but he linked all the major ideas I was 
conveying to a real-world example that was miles better than anything I'd taught all year. My 
expectations for helping him that day, that he might be able to bring himself up to a D or C, were 
obliterated. He demonstrated the finest intuitive understanding of chemistry concepts of any of 
my students the whole semester. 
 
It almost brought me to tears that he would have failed my class because he was afraid of 
failing, but seeing his true potential realized in the space of a few hours took his grade to being 
one of the highest of any of my students. Since that day, he was consistently worked and 
engaged much harder, because he knows that he can, and feels more confident in his ability to 
succeed. 
 
Shannon Pettit graduated from Smith College where she majored in biology & African science. 
Shannon currently works as a 9th-12th grade biology, chemistry and environmental science 
teacher at James Madison Academic Campus, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach 
For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Kadeja's Success 
Anna Pietrantonio 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Collegiate Academy 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 17 

State Senate District 6 
 

In my first semester of teaching, Kadeja was one of my lowest performing students. I teach her 
both math and chemistry, and she failed both. In class, she was constantly distracted, and it felt 
like I was always redirecting her for talking. She is social, friendly and funny, and usually has a 
big smile on her face, but it soon became clear that she was covering her misunderstandings in 
class with this positive façade. After finals in January, Kadeja had failed the majority of her 
classes, and it was obvious that we needed a new plan. So, I changed her seat in both of my 
classes to the front row, isolated from her friends. She fought me on it for the first week; she 
would come into the classroom, sit down with her friends, then shoot me a guilty look, 
wondering if she would get away with it. Without fail, I would wait until everyone was moved 
back into their original seats. When she tried to sit with her friends, I would pull her aside after 
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class to explain my seating chart to her and encourage her to make the choice that would make 
her the most successful. By the end of the week, after many conversations, she would come in 
and go directly to her assigned seat. 
 
Free of distractions, Kadeja began to participate more in class. I noticed that she was actually 
taking notes, attempting problems on her own, and eventually, raising her hand to ask and 
answer questions in front of the whole class. Her grades on her assessments improved and so 
did her confidence. She has worked her way up to a B in both classes and is far more invested 
in her grades and her success. 
 
Anna Pietrantonio graduated from Amherst College where she majored in chemistry. Anna 
currently works as an 11th grade chemistry and algebra 2 teacher at Milwaukee Collegiate 
Academy, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee. 
 

 

A Wolf in Sheep's Clothing 
Marian Pintar 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee College Prep: Lloyd 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

Eight days. It took eight days before Jokari Washington would make eye contact with me. He 
wasn't defiant or deliberately rude, he simply shook my hand complacently in the morning as 
though his shoes were of paramount importance to him. He sat diligently at his desk, eyes on 
the board or his paper, but never on me.  
 
It was another two weeks before I heard him speak, and even then I had no idea what his voice 
sounded like because he had whispered whatever it was that he said so quietly that I wouldn't 
have noticed he was talking at all had I not been staring directly at him at the time. When I tried 
to strike up conversation outside, he merely shook his head to answer. If my question required 
more than the binary “yes” or “no” nod, he would simply shrug his shoulders. But I knew his 
secret.  
 
Jokari was brilliant. This seven-year-old could use the word “flabbergasted,” and spell it 
correctly. I looked closely at the books he was reading. Chapter books. Chapter books with 
hundreds of pages and seventh grade reading levels. Every spare moment, he pulled out his 
book and buried himself in its story. I talked to his first grade teacher from the year before, and I 
found out that he loved Aesop’s Fables because he could really appreciate the depth and 
humor. Bingo. 
 
So one afternoon, when he’d written something else amazing on an exit ticket, I held him back 
on his way to lunch. I took out his work and told him how impressed I was with what he’d 
written. Jokari stared at his shoes. I told him that I thought he was a leader. Not the noisy, 
pushing-and-shoving-to-be-first-in-line kind of leader, but the kind of leader with wisdom. Jokari 
stared at his shoes. I told him that next week, we were going to start reading fables. Jokari’s 
eyes flashed up at mine. I told him that we were going to be dissecting some of the fables that 
he’d read last year, and that I wanted to challenge him to share the wisdom he had with his 
classmates. I asked if he thought he could try raising his hand to share. He gave me two quick 
nods and then scurried to lunch. 
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The following week we read fable after fable, picking apart character traits and embedded 
culture. Still no hand from Jokari. We read “Tortoise and the Hare” and “The Crow and the 
Pitcher.” Still no hand from Jokari. Then we got to the skill of identifying the moral in a fable. We 
read “A Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing,” and I asked, “What lesson do you think the author is trying to 
teach us?” Jokari’s hand shot into the air. I called on him immediately, dying of excitement on 
the inside. He thought for a moment. Then, with utter seriousness he said, “Never trust an 
animal who wears clothes.” I always knew he’d teach me something I didn't know. 
 
Marian Pintar graduated from Marquette University where she majored in communication 
studies and minored in entrepreneurship. Marian currently works as a 2nd grade teacher at 
Milwaukee College Prep: Lloyd, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee.  
 

 

Are you coming back? 
Marilyn Pinto 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
La Escuela Fratney 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 7 

State Senate District 3 
 

A few months ago, I told my students I was going home for break to visit my family. Once my 
students heard that, the room went from noisy to completely quiet in a matter of seconds. At the 
moment, I did not know what was happening but my students started questioning me, "Ms. 
Pinto, you are coming back right? You're not quitting right?" I was confused because I believed 
that I never said or did anything that would make them believe that. I restated, “I am just going 
home to see my mom and sister,” multiple times when I realized what I had just told them; I was 
leaving the state. A phrase that possibly triggered a single story phrase they all share. A phrase 
that reminded them of someone leaving and not coming back into their lives.  
 
That day, as I looked around the class I saw how worried my students looked. I saw a girl in 
tears. It was then where I was reminded why I was still teaching. I, like my many of my students, 
know how it feels and what it is like for someone to walk out of one’s life and never come back. 
This is a story that my students and I have a common. A story that I have shared with multiple of 
my students for them to understand that even though many people have walked out of my life, I 
have managed to be someone full of success.  
 
My students’ single story is their everyday reality. A reality I faced much later in life than they 
have. My students are only in third grade facing circumstances that no third grader should go 
through. But I can say one thing about my students, they are resilient. Every day they come to 
school and fight for what they want, even if it is something as small as sharpening their pencils. 
They have learned, through all the adversities they have faced, that the only way they would get 
something is by fighting for it. My students have learned to challenge each other and become 
each other’s champions. Although I do not have a perfect classroom, I have a classroom that 
shares a similar story, a story that allows them to only feel secure with those they have allowed 
to let it. I am fortunate enough to be one of those people! 
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Marilyn Pinto graduated from the University of Connecticut where she majored in psychology. 
Marilyn currently works as a 3rd grade teacher at La Escuela Fratney, and she is a 1st year 
corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Wild Child 
Breiana Pledger 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Rocketship Southside Community Prep 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

My service story is about a student that I no longer teach, but because knowing him has 
fundamentally changed the way I teach, and even operate outside of the classroom, I am 
compelled to tell the story. Before meeting Dagoberto he was described to me as a “wild child.” 
It was said that he wasn’t controllable, that he disrupted the class environment, and that he 
made it harder for others to learn. Before even having met him I was frightened of what this 
“wild child” could do to my class. Teaching Dagoberto was not a walk in the park, but it wasn’t 
because he was terribly misbehaved. Teaching Dago wasn’t easy because he constantly 
challenged me to get better and because my love for him and his love of learning never allowed 
me to settle for good enough. When Dagoberto was first described to me the person should 
have said he wasn’t obedient. Dagoberto never offered me his blind obedience, and I’m glad he 
didn’t. He taught me that obedient students don’t make authentic learners, engaged students 
do. Dagoberto didn’t make it harder for his peers to learn. In fact, he enhanced the learning 
environment by continuously asking questions and actively seeking knowledge. Dagoberto is a 
wild child, but not in the negative way he was first described to me. He consistently pushed me 
to improve, and even thinking of him makes me strive for better. It is my hope that he stays wild, 
and continues to demand better for himself, his peers, and his community. 
 
Breiana Pledger graduated from Occidental College where she majored in psychology. Breiana 
currently works as a four-year-old kindergarten teacher at Rocketship Southside Community 
Prep, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

My Growing Leader 
Alexis Reyes 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
LUMIN Schools: Concordia University School – Granville 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

This year has been filled with struggles that I didn’t anticipate encountering. Sometimes, it is 
hard to find any kind of light at the end of the tunnel, but then I learned to try and find one 
positive thing throughout the day to help encourage myself and my students to work hard and to 
show perseverance through our struggles. For me, I think about a student that has inspired me 
to gain that motivation and extra enthusiasm.  
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The student that I think about most when I think about a student that has amazes me on a daily 
basis is my 5th grader, Antonio. In the beginning of the year, Antonio was a shy boy who never 
participated in class, struggled to interact with others, and was performing low in his academics. 
At first, he accepted his grades with content and didn’t feel the need to ask for help. After a lot of 
time with him, he was motivated to do better and believed that he could. He began working 
harder in all of his classes, participating more, and is now a classroom leader. His grades have 
steadily risen and he recently won the UNITY shirt, a shirt that goes to a student who 
exemplifies values, leadership, and success, and he won our classroom Leader award, voted on 
by the students. 
 
Alexis Reyes graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee where she majored in 
sociology & English. Alexis currently works as a 5th-8th grade English language arts teacher at 
LUMIN Schools: Concordia University School – Granville, and she is a 1st year corps member 
of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Every day 
Casey Rich 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
St. Anthony Middle School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

Sometimes leadership isn’t about standing up and organizing some big event. In middle school, 
just standing out can be a way of standing up and setting an example. This is especially true 
when most of the students have been together since first grade. This is even truer when there is 
a new teacher and everyone is testing him. In a school where the students saw the motto of, 
“One Team, One Family,” to mean that they were a family that had to keep outsiders in their 
place, it was tough for that new teacher. But there was one student who was excited by the 
prospect of learning. 
 
This student was also known in the past for her difficult behavior, her disruptions in class, and 
her defiance. Somehow, this year turned out different. She decided that she was going to start 
the year right, and no matter what turns the class made, she kept straight ahead, asking 
questions on task, answering to the best of her ability. It wasn’t the teacher that inspired her, it 
wasn’t some video she saw, it wasn’t constant pressure from parents or about high school, it 
was just a decision she made. It was a private choice that we may never get to the bottom of, 
but one that she let shine out as an example to everyone. 
 
Every day when the class is supposed to get started on their do now at a level zero and they 
keep talking, you can hear her, “shhhhhhh,” just after the morning bell rings. Every day when 
everyone else is jostling around in line as they wait to be released for lunch she is reminding the 
people directly around her that they need to be in alphabetical order. Every day as she 
struggles, as an ELL student, with the text the class is reading, she raises her hand to get help 
and asks pondering questions to the students seated around her. Every day she comes into the 
classroom and greets her teacher, begins taking everyone’s chairs off the desks and asks if 
there was any homework last night – it is too late now if she didn’t do it, but she asks, every day. 
This is to her, and the other students who struggle every day to get to class without a winter 
coat. Who every day arrive ready to learn. Who get upset with their classmates that are off task, 
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but don’t just sit there, they take ownership of their community and try to redirect it. This is for 
standing up every day and doing her best. This is for making every day count. 
 
Casey Rich graduated from Grand Valley State University where he majored in political science 
& philosophy. Casey currently works as an 8th grade English language arts and math teacher at 
St. Anthony Middle School, and he is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee.  

 

 

Snoozzzzzzze 
Katherine Roach 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Wisconsin Conservatory of Lifelong Learning 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

Every day was always the same for Jaquan. Come to class fully prepared, sit in his assigned 
seat, take out a pencil and paper ready to start class, then promptly nose-dive onto the desk in 
front of him and fall asleep. Every. Day. As a first-year teacher in an inner city school, it was 
rarely the quiet ones who got my attention as I was too busy pulling the loud ones off the ceiling. 
So it wasn’t until I was finalizing grades for the first couple of weeks that I noticed Jaquan’s 
remarkable lack of credit for ANYTHING. Jaquan was just really good at pretending to be “good” 
at school, but in reality, nothing interested him enough to want to stay mentally present and I, 
unfortunately, took a while to notice that.  
 
Fast forward 2 months and the situation was exactly the same. No amount of prodding, tapping 
or water spraying (kidding) was enough to wake up Jaquan and get him to participate in class. 
Phone calls with parents confirmed that he was getting plenty of sleep at home so this issue had 
to be something personal. I began to resent Jaquan. Was I really that boring? 
 
A few weeks later, I was staying afterschool to get some grading done when a few of my 
students came to my classroom and asked if I’d listen to them practice their poetry for an 
upcoming poetry slam. I wandered down to the English room and was surprised to see Jaquan 
sitting among the other poets in this after-school activity. I listened to some of the girls go and 
then Jaquan got up to practice. I had never heard more than 3 words at a time out of his mouth 
but when he spoke about his loving mother and his no-where-to-be-found father in verse, I was 
floored. I had to pick my jaw up off the floor and discretely de-moisturize my eyes before 
congratulating him. In that moment, I realized that no, Jaquan was not impossible or incapable 
of learning or anything else that I might have frustratingly thought. He just needed the right kind 
of outlet.  
 
Back in science class, there was no miracle. He continues to sleep through class and do poorly 
on assessments, but every once in a while, I’ll ask him to write a spoken word poem about an 
issue in science and some of what he creates is pure gold. This experience in my teaching 
career has taught me that every child wants to learn and every child wants to be good at 
something; I just need to find what that something is and learn to cultivate that passion in a 
constructive way. 
 
Katherine Roach graduated from Miami University where she majored in zoology and minored 
in classical umanities. Katherine currently works as a 9th-12th grade biology and chemistry 
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teacher at Wisconsin Conservatory of Lifelong Learning, and she is a 2nd year corps member of 
Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Teaching Kevin to Minus 
Christine Robinson 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Roosevelt Creative Arts Middle School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 3 

State Senate District 9 
 

Some of his first words to me came in a whisper. “Will you teach me how to minus?” And thus 
was the beginning of trying to unravel the mystery of Kevin. Kevin has an intellectual disability, 
along with other challenges. Some days, he carries challenges that make learning even more 
difficult. But there are miracles, breakthroughs, and a brilliance in mind and smile that cannot be 
anticipated ahead of time, but stop time when they occur. It’s those things, and the desire to 
learn, that keep me pondering and experimenting with the best ways to cultivate his gifts.  
 
Kevin enjoyed our unit on magnets. He not only enjoyed the experiments I put together, but he 
also extended the learning, discovering how to make paper clips race across his desk when the 
magnet was below, or how he could make something metal move across his palm, if the magnet 
was on the other side of his hand. Despite his shyness, he accepted my challenge to share his 
findings with the class. Weeks later, Kevin had a really bad day, and ripped the papers off the 
bulletin board. After cooling down, though, he came back, bound and determined to “fix” it. 
Rejecting suggestions to get new paper, he painstakingly pieced together the torn paper to 
approximate the bulletin board of before. When we next changed it, he was “in charge.” In doing 
so, he painstakingly removed every staple from the board. But what really took my breath 
away? Without consulting anyone, he quietly took a magnet out of the cabinet and placed it on 
the bulletin board ledge. He used that magnet to hold all of the staples as he removed them. No 
one told him to do this. His parents say they did not teach him how to do this. But this, my 
friends, is what people say students with intellectual disabilities CANNOT do. They are not 
supposed to be able to apply knowledge from one setting to another. And, yet, here we are. He 
applied his knowledge to solve a novel, real-life problem—without having the problem 
articulated to him! His interest in math continues. I have to make my own worksheets because 
he insists on adding BIG NUMBERS, but is still learning to carry. He likes to subtract. The 
gleam in his eye when he correctly tells me what time it is, is nothing short of amazing. He has 
worked with simple fractions, understands simple ratios, and can calculate the perimeter of a 
polygon. Kevin has also fixed computers, and gets DVD’s to work on the projector. He has 
dissembled my stapler, extending a little more life out of it, and takes apart numerous things at 
home. When he gets on a task, his focus is like nothing I have ever seen. For instance, before 
starting middle school, someone suggested that he start practicing writing his name. He copied 
his first name, page after page in his notebook, not wanting to do anything else until he was 
pleased with it. One day, he asked me how to spell Richard. I looked at him and said playfully, 
“Is that your middle name?” He laughed gleefully and wanted to know how I knew that. I have 
seen the genius, the heart, and the spirit inside this young man. And, yet, I have seen the 
temptations and challenges that he faces. I worry for him. I pray for him. I love him. But mostly, I 
am honored and awed for the opportunity and responsibility for both teaching and learning from 
this amazing 12-year-old. I hope that, one day, I can drop off a broken computer at his shop, 
knowing that he will not stop working until he has discovered the problem. 
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Christine Robinson graduated from Ohio State where she majored in psychology. Christine 
currently works as a 6th-8th grade teacher at Roosevelt Creative Arts Middle School, and she is 
a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

Is it all worth it? 
Hannah Roliff 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Atlas Prep: Kansas Campus 
U.S. Congressional District 4 

State Assembly District 3 
State Senate District 9 

 
Being a new teacher is hard. For a time, I had been feeling as if the pressures were unbearable 
and I was tempted to walk away. Maybe teaching wasn’t right for me. So many times I’d asked 
myself, “Is it all worth it?”  
 
That changed one day in February. We had just begun a unit on inventions. I wanted my 
students to understand how an inventor works. I came across a blog of a teacher who had her 
students invent an imaginary machine of their own design. I bought five boxes and craft 
supplies. I prepared for hours and spent a good chunk of money; all the while asking myself, “Is 
it all worth it?” My students sat down in their desks excited and a little uncertain. My video 
played; my story was read. They brainstormed ideas. Some students took off with the wind; 
drawing crazy contraptions. Others stared blankly at their papers for 10 minutes before drawing 
only a rectangle. I created groups of three. The rules were simple: Design, plan, and build an 
invention using a cardboard box, one role of masking tape, and anything from the craft table. 
The students stood by their groups patiently waiting for the green flag. One last time, that voice 
whispered, “Is it all worth it?” 
 
For the rest of the day, the students worked. They shared ideas to draft blueprints. They cut and 
reshaped their boxes and added things to the sides until they were almost unrecognizable. 
When things didn’t go right, they tried something else. Every single student was focused on their 
invention, smiling and laughing. They used engineering, art, and physics. Every single group 
was successful. 
 
That one day taught me so much about my students. They can do it; whatever “it” may be. I 
gave them a task unlike anything we’d done before. They succeeded more than I could have 
ever imagined. Also, I don’t have to do everything by myself. Most of that day, I walked around 
only to hear “No, we’re fine,” when I offered assistance. When a student was frustrated, another 
student would step up and help. Last, I learned that my students are capable of more than I give 
them credit for. I expected cars, boats, and robots. I got flying hotels, magic vending machines, 
and indescribable contraptions.  
 
That day changed my classroom and changed me as its teacher. I know I can challenge them. I 
know I can step away and they’ll find a way. If I’m ever feeling blue, my girls will hug me, my 
boys will high five me. Somebody will say something so smart and wise that I forget these are 
third graders. We are a team. We work together through hardships and celebrate the wins. I’m 
filled with love, joy, and trust that grows stronger with every hug or high-five we share. I still 
don’t know if teaching is right for me forever, but now I can say with full confidence that yes, it is 
all worth it. 
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Hannah Roliff graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where she majored in 
French & social welfare. Hannah currently works as a 3rd grade teacher at Atlas Prep: Kansas 
Campus, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Persevering Past Pregnancy 
Casie Sambo 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Collegiate Academy 
U.S. Congressional District 4 

State Assembly District 7 
State Senate District 3 

 
In early November, I learned that one of my 14-year-old students was 6-months pregnant. This 
particular student was in my honors section of my algebra classes, so the idea that she would 
be out for multiple weeks during her maternity leave worried me; however, throughout the full 7 
weeks that she was out of school, she kept up with everything. She took all of her final exams at 
home while I supervised. She also completed her weekly assignments without fail or delay. 
Once she had the baby, she continued to keep up with her work with the same diligence. On 
one occasion, I watched her supervise her younger siblings, feed her baby, and take a quiz for 
my class.  
 
This student finally, eagerly returned to school last week, and she has jumped back in without a 
hitch. She positively refused to let one choice affect the rest of her life. Her perseverance 
amazes me every day, and the example she sets constantly pushes me to reconsider how I can 
better balance the responsibilities of my life. 
 
Casie Sambo graduated from DePaul University where she majored in English writing & 
mathematics and minored in women's studies & education studies. Casie currently works as a 
9th grade albegra 1 teacher at Milwaukee Collegiate Academy, and she is a 1st year corps 
member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Talent 
Alexandra Sanchez 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Pulaski High School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 7 

State Senate District 3 
 

At the beginning of the year I got a lot of comments form people at school about everything that 
I was doing around the school. "You're taking on a lot for your first year." "Are you sure you 
want to work with all these students? You might want to consider having a requirement for the 
students to participate.” It worried me at first because I wasn’t quite sure what I was getting 
myself into, being so new to the school. I was putting the school’s Talent Show together and 
invited any student who wanted to participate to be in it. Some of the student’s had been known 
to have challenging behavior, but I was determined to get them involved. After a few days of 
rehearsal, the Talent Show was ready to be performed. The event was completely student run 
and was something that the students involved in could take ownership in saying that they put 
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together. Seeing my students on stage displaying their talents and how much pride they took in 
the Talent Show was one of the most amazing experiences so far at my school. 
 
Alexandra Sanchez graduated from University of Oregon where she majored in family & human 
services and minored in special education. Alexandra currently works as a 9th-12th grade 
special education teacher at Pulaski High School, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach 
For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

College and Beyond 
Misa Sato 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Reagan High School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 7 

State Senate District 3 
 

One of my former junior students who is now a senior has absolutely blew my mind with her 
ability to navigate college applications and scholarships. Alethica is an exemplar student and 
exemplifies everything that our school stands for. She is varsity captain of the volleyball and 
basketball team and leads her team with grace and humility. Alethia was accepted into all of the 
colleges that she applied to–from Ivy Leagues to small liberal arts school. Along with her college 
acceptances, she has received more than an hundred thousand dollars in scholarships. She 
has used her knowledge about applications and scholarships to help the juniors prepare for this 
adventure in their life. Her ability to help others navigate this complicated system demonstrates 
a lot about her character and how she feels about helping others! 
 
Misa Sato graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where she majored in medical 
microbiology & immunology. Misa currently works as a 10th-12th grade chemistry and anatomy 
teacher at Reagan High School, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee.  
 

 

Finding Hope in the Strangest Places 
Joseph Schmidt 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Washington High School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 7 

State Senate District 3 
 

I teach at a challenging public high school in inner-city Milwaukee. There are many times when 
students and staff alike focus on the negativity that circulates around the building; too few 
resources, no consistent leadership; misbehaving students hijacking classrooms. The 
ingredients necessary to paint any classroom or teacher’s lounge deeply pessimistic are easy to 
find. At times, it’s hard to reconnect with the reasons why I became a teacher, and why it’s such 
an honor to work with adolescents every day of my life. The story I’d like to share with you 
recounts a time when a class of mine reminded me that love and respect can come out of 
extremely negative circumstances. 
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This particular class has been one of my most frustrating of my teaching career. The student 
body sits just under 40, half of which are repeating 9th graders, the other half, entitled 10th 
graders. I spend each day trying to design lessons that inspire me to be a curious, yet critical 
thinker about all life on earth; the type of experiences that led me to study biology deeply – to 
the point of being a published author. Most days end up with me being frustrated with the 
challenges of connecting with students who generally don’t share the same traits as me in high 
school, and end up managing behavior for the majority of class. The other day, I was doing just 
that, managing the behavior of boys that were making a scene while I attempted to proctor a 
genetics quiz. One boy in particular, Demonte, was becoming a significant distraction has he 
boasted loudly about his juice that definitely had more than just juice in it. 
 
Demonte chose not to take the quiz but to leave the classroom instead. He returned to the 
classroom shortly afterwards clearly inebriated. I refused to tolerate his behavior and while 
attempting to remove him from the room again, dumped the contents of his clearly laced 
beverages down the sink of my front lab table. This caused Demonte to become enraged, 
attempt to steal my laptop, attempt to take things out of my pockets, physically push me, curse 
at me repeatedly, and eventually hit me square in the face. It was one of the most challenging 
moments in a teaching career saturated with them. It could have easily have been one of the 
most negative experiences that would have continued the cycle of negativity and pessimism that 
lingers throughout our entire school. 
 
My students, other than Demonte, showed me that they have the potential to stop this cycle of 
negativity. As Demonte got increasingly violent with me, students who normally love to watch 
fights and confrontations as a spectator sport, jumped in to separate the two of us and 
deescalate the situation. Two students even took Demonte on both sides and escorted him 
down the hall and away from the classroom. After the incident concluded, safety personnel 
wanted to have students give written statements about what happened. School-wide, this is one 
of the most avoided and socially stigmatizing activities that take place. It is equivalent to 
“snitching,” being no more than a narc or informant. But on this occasion, many of my students 
were more than happy to give statements. One boy who rarely participates in class, often opting 
to socialize with Demonte and other boys, came to be outside of class later that day simply to 
tell me that he was happy to give a statement about the prior events and that they “were bogus.” 
These events not only demonstrate that my students respect me, but that more importantly they 
respect the classroom and their intentions of having a structured environment to learn in. No 
matter what may be socially rewarded, my students showed me that there are certain things 
they will not tolerate. A boy high on Xanax, physically and verbally assaulting not only their 
teacher but their shared environment cannot be tolerated, and they will manually remove the 
problem as they see fit. These actions contradicted the unfortunate norms of despondency and 
pessimism that revolve around how little our students care about school. Even in one of my 
most downtrodden moments, I can see that my students have the potential and the desire to 
make their school better. Their ability to self-regulate during such a chaotic environment gives 
me resolve to remain positive and optimistic about structuring my classes to highlight my 
students’ strengths and provide them an environment where they can remain as safe and 
studious as possible. 
 
Joseph Schmidt graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where he majored in 
biology and minored in global health. Joseph currently works as a 10th-12th grade biology and 
chemistry teacher at Washington High School, and he is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For 
America-Milwaukee.  
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Seven Students - One Team 
Molly Schuld 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
South Division High School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 9 

State Senate District 3 
 

This year, seven students and I traveled across the city at the crack of dawn on a brisk winter 
morning to compete against students from throughout the Midwest in the Lake Sturgeon Bowl. 
The Lake Sturgeon Bowl is Milwaukee’s regional competition hosted at the University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee of Freshwater Sciences through the National Ocean Sciences Bowl. The 
competition consists of teams from high schools throughout Wisconsin and out of state. 
Students competed in trivia style, being asked questions and buzzing in answers. Questions 
covered various water science focuses. Questions were about environmental issues, animal 
species, engineering, physical studies, history, geography, the Great Lakes, and much more.  
Out of my 180 students, I picked the seven students who showed the most enthusiasm about 
freshwater science (the focus of the Bowl). Jheriko, Alfredo, Dawt Tha Hlei Par, Kristina, Kiala, 
and Josh - Our South Division team. These students come from a variety of backgrounds 
racially, socioeconomically, academically, and personality-wise. Yet they have one thing in 
common – their passion for science. These students mostly did not know much about each 
other. Several of them shared class times, but sat on opposite sides of the room and rarely 
associated. By the end of the eight hours we spent together that day, nobody could guess these 
students were anything short of best friends. 
 
On the day of the competition, our team walked in and seemed unsure of our place surrounded 
by the high-rigor students in matching uniforms and the collegiate atmosphere. I could tell my 
students were out of their comfort zone. Even the most vocal of the group, Jheriko, who has a 
joke to crack and a comment for everything, was silent. I gathered my group and scouted out a 
section of couches for our home-base. I brought over donuts and didn’t talk about the 
competition. Fifteen minutes later I felt like a mother sitting with her seven kids who were all on 
a sugar-high and were teasing each other and messing around. Spirits were high, community 
and trust were built, and we were ready. 
 
Our team was called and we took our seats. My students had their buzzers in hand and were 
perched on the edges of their seats. I sat behind them as the cheerleader and support. I have 
never felt as proud as I did throughout that competition. My students performed with high 
intelligence, passion, dedication, patience and respect. They stepped up to the rigor and 
intensity of the competition and went even beyond. They took home first place in their division 
and were humble in their victory. To this day my students come to me to laugh and relive the 
stories and to actively plan for next year’s competition. New bonds, confidence, and passions 
were formed. Seven students - Jheriko, Alfredo, Dawt Tha Hlei Par, Kristina, Kiala, and Josh. 
Seven students, but one strong South Division team. 
 
Molly Schuld graduated from the University of Miami where she majored in marine science & 
siology and minored in chemistry & sociology. Molly currently works as a 10th and 11th grade 
biology and chemistry teacher at South Division High School, and she is a 1st year corps 
member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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Out of Stock: Indefinitely? 
Gestina Sewell 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
School of Technical Career Education 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 9 

State Senate District 3 
 

The world is not what I wanted 
There are tears everywhere  
Though hidden by laughter  
Defiance 
I fear progress is slow 
Nonexistent  
Some words spoken are disgusting 
Cruel 
This is not what I imagined 
When I read stories of romance  
Heroism 
At the age when Disney should reign 
Perhaps this is why I am not disillusioned  
Surprised 
The truth has been ever apparent 
‘Cause this is just as much Prissy’s tale as Scarlett’s 
And rose colored glasses are out of stock 
Indefinitely 
Words were spoken of dreams 
Equality 
I am sure of they are unrealized 
And change has been halted 
With I cans resulting in you cannot 
Won’t 
The pressure is great to survive 
The reality is that this is not living 
And wishes for better 
Do not produce fairies with wands 
Who transfigure pumpkins 
With proclamations that your life matters 
And yet 
I must not succumb to false dichotomies 
And prima facie truths 
Which only live to divert me by shame and shiny 
For falling is definitely not failing 
Failure 
And as truth goes 
This being absolute 
Acts matter when built on the backs of morals 
Scaffolds of oppression torn down  
By the battered and bleeding  
Whose whispers of dissent 
Challenge 
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Erupt with Passions similar to the Christ 
 “Real or not Real”? 
 
Gestina Sewell graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison where she majored in 
history. Gestina currently works as a 9th-12th grade teacher at School of Technical Career 
Education, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Jose's 
John Sivanich 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
CARMEN HS: South 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 9 

State Senate District 3 
 

This year my school decided to really focus on improving our literacy scores since they lagged 
behind our otherwise impressive results. Our principal asked every teacher to read a book 
called "The Book Whisperer" that made a case for developing the love of reading books 
independently and outside of school as being the best way of improving students' reading 
abilities. The problem for our school was that it was young, and our library was in serious need 
of improvement. It was not convenient for students to find IR books that would hold their 
interest.  
 
I decided to make a donorschoose page in order to raise money to purchase books for our 
school library. In order to raise awareness of the project and generate interest, I decided to 
make to make a video that would that would do just that as well as message the idea that 
reading is cool to the rest of our student body.  
 
I enlisted my advisory boys to help make video. The problem was I needed a lead role who was 
comfortable being humiliated in a video that everyone in the school would watch. The premise 
of the video was that my advisory boys kept getting rejected by girls and came to me as advice. 
I recommend that they read books. In the climax of the scene, I have our lead carry a bunch of 
books, bump into a senior girl as he rounds the corner, and get asked out to Homecoming by 
her (because she is impressed with how much she reads).  
 
When I was thinking of this lead role and how shy my tenth-grade boys were, I thought that my 
student Jose could possibly help me out the most, though I was quite worried. I talked Jose 
through the process and he was surprisingly willing, cooperative, confident, and humble 
throughout the whole process. Jose stayed after school with me most days over a two-week 
period wandering the school, shooting footage on iPhone.  
 
In the end, we were able to produce an 8-minute video that was watched 500 times. This video 
was instrumental in helping us raise $3,700 to buy 400 brand new books for our school library. 
Throughout the project and after, I've been impressed with Jose's leadership and the bond the 
project helped develop in our advisory. Since then, Jose has taken this confidence in his 
academics and other areas of life. I've been proud of the progress he made and am excited 
about the progress he will continue to make in the future. 
 
John Sivanich graduated from Lawrence University where he majored in religious studies, 
English & music. John currently works as a 9th grade English literature and 
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grammar/composition teacher at CARMEN HS: South, and he is a 1st year corps member of 
Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

The Road to Becoming a Game Changer 
Yasmin Soudani 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Math & Science Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 9 

State Senate District 3 
 

It wasn’t until November that I met a particular student for the first time, Sion, a name that had 
been on my roster since the start of the school year. He was taller than most of the 5th graders, 
lanky and seemingly shy. As he walked down the hallway, his collared uniform shirt was pulled 
up over his lips, as if he was hiding something. Until this day, I do not know why he chose to 
cover his mouth. Some say it was because he was supposed to be in 6th grade and he was too 
embarrassed to be left behind, while other teachers talked about the possibility that he was 
hiding something a little more internal.  
 
A few weeks after meeting this bright young mind, my 5th grade students were engaged in a 
white board activity. Forced to think fast and build up team cooperation, the students were 
excited and incredibly invested in the content, until one student said something that changed my 
classroom forever. While Sion went to pass his board to his team member behind him 
screamed, “Hurry up n****!” He immediately pulled his shirt down, turned around and gave her 
the most disgusted look. He got up and walked away towards the door. The student, Ms. Parrish 
was too busy going off on her own verbal ventilation while every other student sat silently in 
shock at how things were playing out.  
 
This was what they talked to us about in college, in professional development and in every 
teacher oriented activity ever, a teachable moment! I walked over to Ms. Parrish and asked her 
to go to the reflection corner and wait for me. Perhaps it was the reminder that she was in the 
room, but as soon as she started to walk, Sion cursed her out. Now I had a bigger problem. 
Both students received consequences, but neither student was removed from the classroom. I 
needed them there to be part of this conversation. That conversation brought on the deepest 
real talk session I had ever experienced in the classroom. I truly had my teachable moment. 
 
I think it was in those five minutes that Sion realized I was an advocate for his pain and that I 
would not allow him to feel disrespected or let him disrespect another student. Our relationship 
was critical to his success and his performance amazes me every single day. This is a student 
who has missed weeks of school at a time, has been placed in different foster cares from his 
siblings, and is constantly affected by domestic abuse. This is the exact same students who 
turns in 90% of his homework and maintains a 3.5 or higher every marking period. He is thirsty 
for success, is a force to be reckoned with in literature circles, and has a level of maturity that 
literally blows my mind.  
 
Sion is an inspiration. He is a student I have seen come from every hardship and still manages 
to rise to the top. He has changed the game for me and everyone in his path. 
 
Yasmin Soudani graduated from Rutgers University where she majored in Middle Eastern 
studies and minored in psychology. Yasmin currently works as a 5th and 6th grade English 
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language arts teacher at Milwaukee Math & Science Academy, and she is a 1st year corps 
member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Findin Her Voice 
Kaitlyn Steffenhagen 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Rocketship Southside Community Prep 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 9 

State Senate District 3 
 

“Can you write it on a post-it for me?" 
 
Vanya looked expectantly at me with wide eyes. I had asked Vanya, one of my second graders, 
to go next door and ask Ms. Fisher if she had an extra reading packet. "Vanya, just ask her. You 
know what to do." Vanya motioned me closer, so I got down to her level ask she whispered in 
my ear: "I don't want to talk in front of the other kids." 
 
Vanya was born with a cleft lip and started speech therapy at school in the fall. She was very 
shy and quiet. She was also incredibly bright, and consistently earned 100% on her 
assignments. Little by little, as her confidence grew and she made friends, Vanya slowly lost her 
self-consciousness about speaking in front of others.  
 
While her group was sharing their project the other day with the class, Vanya volunteered to be 
the speaker. Her voice was loud, proud, and clear as she started explaining to 29 other 2nd 
graders, "We solved the problem by..." 
 
Kaitlyn Steffenhagen graduated from Kalamazoo College where she majored in political science 
& anthropology/sociology and minored in American studies. Kaitlyn currently works as a 1st and 
2nd grade math teacher at Rocketship Southside Community Prep, and she is a 1st year corps 
member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Thank You 
Ariana Stillman 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
North Point Lighthouse Charter School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 9 

State Senate District 3 
 

It’s impossible to know what to expect walking into a classroom of students on your first day of 
teaching. Joining Teach For America, I spent the summer in a craze attempting to figure out 
how to teach – learning strategies, talking about diversity, and figuring out what a standard is 
and what to do with it. Then I spent three weeks of Professional Development with my school 
preparing lesson plans, unit plans, and seating charts still unsure of what lay ahead. That first 
day is still perfectly engrained in my mind. I can see my students’ eager faces looking up at me 
with anticipation. We had a great classroom culture from the beginning and I felt so lucky. Then, 
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I had to change grades. I went from my 5th grade classroom to a kindergarten classroom and 
finally landed in a 3rd grade classroom where I stayed for the rest of the year.  
 
It was tough. I wasn’t connecting with the kids, I wasn’t happy, and I felt like I wasn’t teaching 
them anything and didn’t have any support. It was hardest with Zariyah. She was “that kid” who 
always knew what to say to push me over the edge. She would talk back, run out of my 
classroom, push me, and give attitude like it was her job. Then I saw my end-of-year test scores 
and knew that I had done something right, even if I hadn’t connected with all of my students. 
So, the obvious solution was to loop with them to 4th grade. I followed Zariyah, Dy’Quawn, 
Bionca, Kemar, Isaiah, Karon, Kemari, Jamarion, Camariona, A’Niece, Samantha, Ra’Mya, 
Dontay, Sammie, Tiffani, and Jai’lin, and once again I felt so lucky. The students that sat in 
room 202 in August 2014 included the same people but were a changed group than the one that 
sat in room 123 in November 2013. I had these amazing students who wanted to be here, who 
wanted to learn and were ready to face the challenges ahead.  
 
On the first day of school, I pulled Zariyah aside during lunch to eat with me. I asked her all of 
the normal back-to-school questions, but it is what came out of her mouth that made me 
speechless. “Ms. Stillman. I didn’t think you were going to come back after the way I treated 
you. I didn’t think you would want to talk to me.” For a fourth grader, these are pretty profound 
thoughts. Shocked, I responded, “Zariyah. I came back because of you. I believe in you and I 
am so excited for this year to be a new start for us.” She started crying and thanked me for 
being “the only teacher who ever told her that you believed in me.” Thank you, Zariyah, for 
reminding me why I do this work. 
 
Ariana Stillman graduated from Lehigh University where she majored in psychology and 
minored in business. Ariana currently works as a 4th grade math, science and writing teacher at 
North Point Lighthouse Charter School, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For 
America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Failure and Success are Cyclical 
George Stotis 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Hmong American Peace Academy - IPA 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 9 

State Senate District 3 
 

Last year, we took our students to a museum. This experience, while fun, is not the basis of my 
story. Rather, in the lobby, the museum had some unusual donation gimmick where you drop a 
quarter into a giant funnel. The quarter travels on these slow arcs around the lip of the funnel 
and descends slowly into its center. As it moves down the funnel, it gains speed. It rings faster 
and faster, spiraling through the contraption until, with a plop, it disappears. When I think of my 
students, especially my strugglers, cheesy metaphors like that of the funnel pop into my head.  
My student Tong is a textbook example of the quarter. He's been retained in multiple grades 
and is now taking biology for the second time, surrounded by students that are many years 
younger than him. For years, Tong has been “looping” through school, taking the same classes 
over and over again. As a TFA corps member, I try my best to be “that teacher” that helps a 
student “get on the right track.” While I certainly have some students who have responded well 
to my teaching, Tong falls outside of this group.  
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My relationship with Tong is much more personal. I’ve known him for two years, first outside of 
the classroom and now inside. When I was hired at HAPA, I heard nothing but negative stories 
about Tong. He was gang affiliated, disrespectful, inappropriate, lazy, blah. These stories were 
ubiquitous, even from TFA teachers. The problem was, other than the gang affiliation, my high 
school teachers said the exact same things about me. I did not have Tong last year, but I 
decided then that I would try to be on his side. And that is it. We ran into each other 
sporadically, but he always knew he could walk up to me, shake my hand, and have a chat. 
Tong, who has spent so much time at the bottom of his classes, finally matured this year. He 
has a C in Biology now. For Tong, this is amazing. I am not “that teacher” for Tong; however, I 
am “a teacher” who tried his hardest to make Tong feel welcome in my classroom. Eventually, 
all of our tough boys will grow up. As their teacher, I hope that the change happens sooner 
rather than later. This year, I was able to see that change in Tong. It has been a blessing and a 
privilege to see this young man mature. Tong will pass biology and maybe, finally move on to 
10th grade. This transformation makes me proud, not because of my influence, but because my 
friend has made a change for the better. 
 
George Stotis graduated from Case Western Reserve University where he majored in religious 
studies and minored in biology & chemistry. George currently works as a 7th and 9th grade life 
science and biology teacher at Hmong American Peace Academy, and he is a 1st year corps 
member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

Strangers to Friends 
Allison Tabaska 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
HOPE Christian Schools: HIGH 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

When I first stared teaching, my classroom was a mess and my students had no idea what I 
was talking about. I wanted to increase the rigor in my classroom, but I realized that was only 
going to happen if I got to know my students. I started employing the idea that spending two 
minutes a day talking to a single kid about something unrelated to school that a real relationship 
would form. 
 
I decided to start with one of my most challenging students. I talked to him about his shoes, 
which he informed me are called "Tims," his headphones, his musical interests. After a few 
weeks of this, he was able to open up to me about the hurts he has had in life. His brother was 
shot and killed two years ago in a gang related shooting. Losing his brother broke his heart, and 
sharing with me about it made our relationship blossom. He is now one of my most on-track 
students. 
 
Because I teach American Literature, we read the book The Catcher in the Rye. My student was 
able to add amazing insight to class discussion. For context, part of the reason that Holden, the 
main character of the novel, lost his little brother. Holden holds onto anger and resentment, and 
nearly all of the novel is about how much he hates everyone. My student shared his experience 
with the class, and it took our class discussion to a really moving level. 
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Allison Tabaska graduated from Indiana University where she majored in English and minored 
in psychology. Allison currently works as an 11th grade English teacher at HOPE Christian 
Schools: HIGH, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Basketball and Social Studies 
Matt Troilo 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Academy of Science 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 10 

State Senate District 4 
 

In my second year at the Milwaukee Academy of Science I undertook perhaps one of the 
greatest challenges of my young teaching career, I agreed to coach middle school basketball. 
Throughout my own schooling, basketball had remained one of the few sports I never played, 
and if not for one student, Franchon, I doubt I ever would have agreed to take on the role of 
coach myself. 
 
I taught Franchon as a sixth grader and again as a seventh grader. Through two years of 
working with him in the classroom Franchon had been altogether the most frustrating and 
promising student I had the pleasure to teach. I could tell early on that he possessed an aptitude 
for critical thinking, history and leadership; however, he continuously got in his own way via 
fights and other behavioral pitfalls. Through the fall of his seventh grade year I continued to 
watch Franchon take two steps backwards for every positive step he took as a student. Despite 
nearly being expelled for fighting, I was confident that given the right setting, Franchon could still 
thrive both academically and as a leader. 
 
A year earlier I had watched Franchon play on our 5th and 6th grade basketball team. He was 
the same loud, in your face, Franchon as he was in class. The difference, however, was that he 
was doing so in a positive, productive manner. When the opportunity arose for me to coach our 
7th and 8th grade team I jumped at the opportunity, knowing that it would give me a chance to 
continue working with Franchon. Throughout our 7th and 8th grade season I worked with 
Franchon to develop his leadership skills. We worked to transfer the productive and positive 
attributes he demonstrated on the court into the classroom. Our team, like many others from 
similar schools, faced many challenges throughout the season. We had three kids expelled and 
six others fail to make grades. Franchon, however, was our constant. As a seventh grader he 
helped lead our team to our league final, which will be played this afternoon.  
 
This all being said, Franchon’s leadership on the basketball court is not the reason for this story. 
As Franchon grew on the court, he worked even harder to improve in the classroom. It became 
increasingly evident that Franchon took the lessons I provided him on the court to heart, and 
used them to improve himself in all walks of life. Since the start of our season Franchon has 
avoided trouble, has gained a role on student council, and has improved his GPA from a 2.0 in 
6th grade to a 3.5 this past quarter as a seventh grader. Franchon taught me so much about 
education, not the least of which being that many of our students, especially from inner city 
backgrounds, simply need someone to believe in them and give them the opportunity to thrive in 
order to succeed. Franchon is my success story, but so much more importantly, he will always 
be his own success story. 
 



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

Matt Troilo graduated from Indiana University where he majored in education. Matt currently 
works as a 7th and 8th grade social studies teacher at Milwaukee Academy of Science, and he 
is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

The Ugly Single Story 
Ayleen Vargas Delgado 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Audobon Middle School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

I am dumb. I cannot do this. These are two sentences I hear far too often from a group of 
special education boys in my class. One boy, let's call him Ralph, is funny and cares deeply 
about his friends. Unfortunately, these are usually the last adjectives used to describe him by 
teachers. He disrupts class by talking, "making beats," throwing things, and leaving the 
classroom. He has failed two grades and is convinced he will fail 7th grade too. When I give him 
work, he does not pick up his pencil. He does not ask me questions. He just sits. Regularly, I 
pushing him to try. I sit next to him to explain the work. One day, he simply told me, "I can't. I'm 
dumb." 
 
How can this kid with so much potential truly believe he is dumb? In that moment, I felt so much 
anger. Not at Ralph, but at every person who has made him believe that he is dumb, that he is 
incapable of learning. This ugly single story was believed by Ralph and those around him. 
Since then, Ralph has had plenty more lows, but I also have seen him pick up his pencil. I have 
heard him think critically. Slowly, he us defying the ugly single story. 
 
Ayleen Vargas Delgado graduated from Wheaton College where she majored in sociology. 
Ayleen currently works as a 6th and 7th grade science and social studies teacher at Audobon 
Middle School, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

From I Don't Care to Yes We Can 
Vladislav Vyazov 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Goodrich Elementary 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 11 

State Senate District 4 
 

I have a fifth grade student who came in late almost everyday, had a horrible attitude, and 
started off the year five grade levels below where he should be. Getting him to do work was 
almost impossible and when given a consequence his favorite and only words were, "I don't 
care.” Working with him was a daily struggle seemingly without any results until two things 
happened.  
 
First, we took our winter assessment and the student found out that he went up a whole letter 
grade in just 4 months. Then, the next day I was late to work and couldn't get to work with him. 
That day he did the most amazing thing, for the first time ever, he went out to look for me by 
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himself and then he said, "Come on Mr. V, we need to work together, I need to get smart and 
get into a good middle school.” I think seeing that improvement was the first time he saw his 
work payoff. 
 
Now, two months later, he is working hard, he often demands that we do more work than I give 
him, and his attendance went from being late 80% of the time to being on time and doing 
morning work four out of five days of the week. Last week he told me he was accepted to 
Milwaukee School of Languages. His goal now is to learn Chinese and become a spy for the 
CIA. 
 
Vladislav Vyazov graduated from Miami University where he majored in diplomacy & Russian 
studies. Vladislav currently works as a 3rd-5th grade special education teacher at Goodrich 
Elementary, and he is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

A Changing Year 
Megan Walbergh 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee College Prep: 36th 
U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 19 

State Senate District 7 
 

As a 2013 Milwaukee Corps Member, I have had the honor of going back to my hometown to 
teach. Every morning I am greeted by 25 beautiful, intelligent, and resilient second grade 
scholars who are on the road to college. The work is exhausting, overwhelming, and at times 
extremely disheartening. I do know, however, that every single day I get the opportunity to help 
students succeed, which is the most important thing I've ever done in my life. 
 
In teaching you don’t always see the result pay off quickly, but everyday your students are 
growing and changing into who they will become. When I think about this gradual change and 
amazing potential, I think about one of my scholars who came to my classroom as a non-reader. 
She struggled to even recognize letter sounds and her behavior matched her level of frustration 
in every subject. She struggled emotionally to trust anyone, including me. After many weeks of 
patience and unconditional love, even after her biggest tantrums, she asked me, “Why are you 
so nice to me?” She just couldn't understand why I hadn't given up on her as so many others 
had. I explained that I would never turn my back on her because I loved her and believed in her 
potential. After five months of intensive academic interventions and a whole lot of love and 
support she is now reading on grade level. She raises her hand to answer every question during 
reading and math. Most importantly, she told me that for the first time in her life she loves 
school. This is why I teach for America. 
 
Megan Walbergh graduated from DePaul University where she majored in sociology and 
minored in Spanish. Megan currently works as a 2nd grade teacher at Milwaukee College Prep: 
36th, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee. 
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Fearless in Fifth 
Kelsey Wasserman 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Messmer Schools 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

On “Meet Your Teacher” day, a small but boisterous fifth grader named Imani marched into my 
classroom. I had her and her mother fill out two surveys. Both discussed strengths, 
weaknesses, anything I needed to know about the student, and what they liked about school. 
After reading the surveys I came to find that Imani had very low self-esteem about her learning 
abilities, due to a rough time in fourth grade and trouble spelling words. Imani’s mother stressed 
the need to build her self-confidence. I first started working with Imani in small groups and 
realized that she struggled putting her thoughts on paper. Her test scores were low and were 
often riddled with spelling errors and nonsensical terms; however, Imani could beautifully 
interpret what she read orally. So, I started allowing Imani to tell me her answers to her tests 
before she wrote them down and even let her record a few. Her test scores sky-rocketed. When 
she saw her improvement, she exclaimed, “I’M A GENIUS. EVERYBODY WAS HATIN’ BUT I’M 
SO SMART!” The entire class cracked up laughing, but it was so wonderful seeing a student 
finally believe in herself. Imani’s grades and test scores have stayed at that same high point 
throughout the year since she’s built up her confidence. she has a newfound determination to 
be the best in the class and she finally volunteers to read aloud. Imani also has moved up three 
reading levels since we started, which shows the biggest improvement in literacy throughout the 
class. I’m so proud of how Imani has pushed herself and persevered through her obstacles. 
After seeing my ten and eleven-year-olds everyday, I know how hard it is for them to push past 
all of the things their friends say and to truly believe in themselves, and I am so proud that she 
has been able to do that. 
 
Kelsey Wasserman graduated from Boston College where she majored in history and minored 
in international studies & faith peace and justice. Kelsey currently works as a 5th grade teacher 
at Messmer Schools, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

He has no strengths. 
Jacqulene White 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Sign Language School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

My student came in from a new school with an IEP that expressed the words “He has no 
strengths.” under the strengths section of this living and breathing document. The first thing I 
wondered was if a students had teachers who believed that he had no strengths how they could 
possibly educate him. What mindset would he have or need. After reading that IEP I knew that I 
had to change his mind considering the mindset of those who once were responsible for 
educating him. Learning from a dynamic learning mindset impacts student’s ability to be 
successful in academics a great deal. Students who have dynamic learning mindset instilled in 
them will most likely succeed because they see learning as more than just a task but a value in 
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life. This perspective has me thinking about different values across cultures and I wonder what 
that means for students who grow up in non-westernized families. I do believe that both of 
theories hold strong truth, but I think it perpetuates the same notion that in order to be 
successful there has to be some grounds of culture assimilation in order to have the tools 
necessary to be successful. I believe the difference in values either cultivate or hinder the ability 
to be a dynamic learner. I have work to do and I believe it started with the importance of forming 
the best classroom culture is and really creating a space for mistakes and individual desires for 
learning. My students are all different and the first place to start is to know they and he have 
strengths! 
 
Jacqulene White graduated from University of Wisconsin-Madison where she majored in 
rehabilitation psychology. Jacqulene currently works as a 1st-4th grade teacher at Milwaukee 
Sign Language School, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Finishing Strong 
Marissa Wilkening 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Reagan High School 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

One of the students who has inspired me this year is Kate. I began working with Kate in the 
2013-2014 school year, as she was a student on my IEP caseload. Kate has an IEP for an 
emotional disability related to her anxiety and depression. We formed a connection quite 
quickly, as her dry sarcastic sense of humor is hard not to love. From working with Kate in a 
resource setting, it was easy to notice her academic strengths. Even though she often doubted 
herself, Kate is an excellent reader and writer. She has a very strong vocabulary and I often feel 
like I am reading a college level paper when reviewing her work! Despite Kate’s academic 
talents, her grades suffered throughout high school because of her ongoing struggle with 
anxiety and depression. Every morning Kate came to school was a success within itself, as she 
routinely struggled to find the motivation and courage to go to class. There were multiple times 
throughout the year, Kate would need a staff member to go outside of the school building and 
convince her to get out of her grandma’s car.  
 
Towards the end of the 2013-2014 school year Kate was failing almost all of her classes due to 
attendance issues. When we started back up again in the fall of 2014, I was very concerned 
about how we were going to get Kate to graduate high school, as she was nearly 18 and had 
only half the required number of credits. We decided to look into an option called GEDo2, 
thinking that may be a better route. Initially, Kate seemed very skeptical of the program and was 
beginning to doubt whether she would ever graduate high school. She was willing, however, to 
give it a try. She quickly made friends with a couple of the other students within the program and 
did exceptionally well with the academic work. After Kate began the GED program, I started to 
see a different side of her. She would show up to the program 15 minutes early each day with a 
smile on her face, eager to work. She recently sent me emails showing me her progress 
updates, which show that she is on track to earn her GED in May. This is such an incredible 
accomplishment within six months, as not too long ago we were concerned whether she would 
even finish high school. She has begun exploring different colleges and has even applied for 
FAFSA. She is working really hard and I am inspired by her strength and determination. 
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Marissa Wilkening graduated from the University of Illinois where she majored in social work. 
Marissa currently works as a 9th-12th grade reading and writing teacher at Reagan High 
School, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Real relationships are key 
Dayon Woodford 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
HOPE Christian Schools: Caritas 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 

If this experience has taught me anything, it has taught me about the power of a meaningful 
relationship. We hear it all the time, we talk about it even, but when it gets down the crux of the 
issue, we really must stop and ask ourselves: what kind of relationship do I have with the 
students, parents, coworkers, and even neighborhood community members. I have a student 
who at the beginning of the year was incredibly angry, constantly being sent out of class due to 
physical violence and had little interest in school whatsoever. Total, he may have missed almost 
a month of school due to suspensions. After spending some serious one-on-one time with him, 
tutoring him after school, and even going to get him on weekends for quick things like ice 
cream, he has done almost a complete 180 degree turn. He is engaged during instruction, 
excited about learning new things, and has even started to encourage others to make the right 
choice even when others around him are not. He is also grown in his ability to reflect on his own 
behavior and growth in the class. When he gets angry he’s able to express why or even 
expound on why he’s receiving certain consequences instead of just calling everything “bogus.” 
I’m so incredibly moved by the growth he has shown this year and encouraged by the power of 
a meaningful relationship. I’m so grateful for the life of this little boy and know that our 
relationship will go beyond this school year. Not only have I been able to help him, but his 
openness and honesty has helped me to see exactly what it takes to meet my students where 
they are and partner with them to help them become their best selves. 
 
Dayon Woodford graduated from Kalamazoo College where she majored in religion and human 
development & social relations. Dayon currently works as a 2nd grade teacher at HOPE 
Christian Schools: Caritas, and she is a 1st year corps member of Teach For America-
Milwaukee.  

 

 

Breaking Through 
Nicole Wyatt 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Scholars 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 19 

State Senate District 7 
 

In my almost two years of teaching, many students have crossed my path in the third grade. 
There have been many times where I’ve felt like I was failing or unqualified to teach or even 
help these kids but there is at least one student I know I made a definite difference with. Nyzeir 
came to my class last year and I immediately noticed how bright he was. His writing was far 
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above beginning of third grade level and his math and reading skills rivaled those of any 
proficient fourth grader; however, I quickly realized that Nyzeir was also a very troubled young 
boy. For some reasons I knew and some that I didn’t pertaining to his home life, he would often 
come to school and be upset and angry. As a first year teacher with a high proportion of high-
need students in my class, I, of course, found him frustrating and difficult to manage. When he 
was kicking walls or screaming at other students for seemingly no reason at all, I was at a loss 
as to how to handle it; however, he was such a smart and sweet kid, I decided that I needed to 
figure him out for both our sakes. After months of relationship-building (lunches with me, good 
behavior incentives, positive framing), I realized that Nyzeir was just a kid who needed a lot of 
love. Once I began to act more positively toward him, he began to respond positively. By the 
last few months of the year, he was always hugging me, telling me he loved me and performing 
well in school. After many students who I don’t believe I had a great effect on, Nyzeir was one 
student who I feel like I impacted positively. 
 
Nicole Wyatt graduated from the University of Oregon where she majored in journalism and 
minored in communication. Nicole currently works as a 3rd grade teacher at Milwaukee 
Scholars, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Making Mountains of Writing 
Bounrod Xiong 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Hmong American Peace Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

In the first quarter of the school year, I gave my students the performance task of writing their 
own folktale set in a country we had studied during social studies. As I read through the story 
one of my students, Kihanna, had written so far, giving her guidance on how to incorporate 
dialogue in her writing, large tears welled up in her eyes. She was so distraught because she 
thought she was a bad writer for not knowing how to incorporate a skill she had not had ample 
practice with yet. She saw other students in the class going on to the editing and publishing 
stages of their folktales, and here she was, still working on her rough draft. What she did not 
understand yet, was that she had blown the assignment into such a monumental task! While 
other students’ folktales were barely a page in length, she was already three pages in and her 
plot was barely starting to take off. Even with the weekend to work on it, she was not confident 
she would finish by then, and a poor grade was the last thing she wanted. I will never forget how 
overwhelmingly upset Kihanna became when she realized that she would not be able to finish 
her assignment on time.  
 
In that moment, I realized I had two goals. One—I had to persuade this young scholar that she 
was not a bad writer—that writing is a process and a matter of practicing—and two, that her 
dedication and demeanor granted her an extra week’s time to complete the assignment. 
Whether I was successful with the first, I will never actually know, but the second one managed 
to calm her down and allow her to come back to a can-do mindset.  
 
Every day of that following week, she stayed in during specials classes to work on her folktale. 
During this time, our relationship grew stronger than it already had been, and got to see her 
writing progress. By the end of the week when she submitted her final draft, it turned out to be 
14 pages in length! How on-point all the dialogue between her characters were! That this young 
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girl was able to persevere, prove her negative thoughts about her writing skills wrong, and 
produce such a magnificent piece of literature at the age of eight was utterly unheard of!  
What makes Kihanna such an extraordinary human being—one that will continue to inspire me, 
and the future students I teach because I will continue to tell her story—is her resiliency and 
ability to overcome even the most seemingly impossible challenges she set for herself. 
 
Bounrod Xiong graduated from the University of California, Los Angeles where she majored in 
sociology and minored in Asian American studies. Bounrod currently works as a 3rd grade 
teacher at Hmong American Peace Academy, and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach 
For America-Milwaukee.  
 

 

That's a Great Question! 
Ashley Yang 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Milwaukee Math & Science Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

I'm always impressed by kindergarten minds and the things my students say. Over these past 
few months of 2015, we've been doing a lot of learning and thinking about African-American 
leaders. We've talked about Martin Luther King Jr., Ruby Bridges, and other great heroes. 
We've also discussed recent events regarding the killing of young black men in this country. My 
students have asked some very insightful and mature questions. When we were learning about 
Rosa Parks, one of my students asked where the mixed people sat on segregated buses. When 
we were learning about the desegregation of public schools, another student looked around and 
asked why most of the students in our classroom were black. 
 
Seeing the wheels turn in my students' heads and listening to their inquiries about some tough 
topics is very inspiring to me as a teacher. One of my big goals for the last quarter of the school 
year is to continue to inspire inquiry in my students so that they can grow up to be curious 
thinkers that challenge the status quo of the current society we live in. 
 
Ashley Yang graduated from Reed College where she majored in political science. Ashley 
currently works as a five-year old kindergarten teacher at Milwaukee Math & Science Academy, 
and she is a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  

 

 

Building Trust 
Melissa Zheng 

Teach For America - Milwaukee 
Lloyd Barbee Montessori 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 16 

State Senate District 6 
 

A student crawls into a small space under my computer. 
He cries as he says no one loves him, no one cares for him, no one believes in him.  
I'm just going to end up in jail. I'm dumb. I'm stupid! 
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I hold his hands, wipe away his tears, and tell him this is not true. I tell him that I care about him 
and that his mom cares about him, too. I tell him that the tears coming down my eyes are tears 
of love, concern, and care. All other activity in the classroom ceases to exist in this moment as I 
try to build the relationship I have right in front of me with this child.  
 
It's my first year at this school and his third. I see the doubt others have in him. He's been 
suspended time after time for tantrums and aggression. Negativity has been attached to his 
name and I see how his feeling of worthlessness comes alive.  
 
This boy is tough and he needs love and a boost of confidence. As I reach my hand out to him, 
he slowly comes out of the small space. He softens up as I tell him how much potential he has 
and how I am here to help him reach that potential. He hears my words and wipes away his 
tears. He comes back out to his desk.  
 
This child has grown immensely since that day. Our relationship is one of trust, patience, and 
understanding. I am grateful to have him in my class as he reminds me that I need to build a 
trusting relationship with every student. 
 
Melissa Zheng graduated from Lawrence University where she majored in Chinese & linguistics. 
Melissa currently works as a 1st and 2nd grade teacher at Lloyd Barbee Montessori, and she is 
a 2nd year corps member of Teach For America-Milwaukee.  
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United Way of Dane County 
Achievement Connections 
 

 
 
 

The Achievement Connections High School Math Tutoring Program provides students with 

individualized tutoring and mentoring in order to improve student academic performance in 

high school and readiness for college and career. The program is aimed at high school 

students in algebra or geometry that would benefit from extended learning opportunities. Our 

goal is to increase the number of students passing algebra by 10th grade with a grade "C" or 

higher. Completion of algebra by 10th grade is one of the leading indicators that a student 

will graduate from high school. 
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The Great Impact of a High School Tutor 
Timothy Marks  

Achievement Connections High School Math 
West High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 77 

State Senate District 26 
 
At the beginning of my AmeriCorps term I had no idea exactly how the year was going to play 
out. How would high school freshmen and sophomores respond to me? I was not sure if the 
year would be full of challenges or if it would flow relatively smoothly. Now that six months have 
gone by, I have been able to fully experience the tutoring life here at Madison West. I can 
confidently say that although tutoring can be challenging at times, overall it has been a very 
rewarding experience. Coming from a small town and high school that mainly identifies racially 
as white, I have been able to experience a setting that has a large mix of racial identities. I have 
gotten to personally know many students and learn about their daily life struggles as well as 
their accomplishments. I get excited when they stop into the room just to let me know how they 
did on their tests, quizzes, and homework, or just to talk and have a conversation. Just this past 
week a student randomly shook my hand and let me know how much he appreciates what I do 
for him. This student had just recently scored his highest all year on the recent Geometry quiz. It 
really puts into perspective how we are impacting these students’ lives, and how it is not just 
me, but the entire AmeriCorps Achievement Connections program, which supports 300+ 
students throughout Madison and Middleton. It makes you consider about where these kids 
would have support without our program, about where kids got support before our program, and 
thankful about how future kids will get support from our program. Reflecting on the past six 
months puts it into perspective how rewarding working with these kids has been. I truly believe 
that we are not just helping them with their math, but we are in fact shaping their lives and 
supporting them to believe that they can achieve anything that they put their minds too, and 
that, is something that I am really proud to be doing. 
 
Timothy Marks is a recent graduate at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. He majored in 
biology and will begin graduate school at the University of Wisconsin-Madison for occupational 
therapy this summer (2015). He enjoys running, swimming, attending sporting events, and 
everything that involves summer.  
 

 

Math Haiku 
Cynthia Fahringer 

Achievement Connections Math Tutoring Program 
West High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 77 

State Senate District 26 
 
Algebra students 
Fluttering in hopping by 
Spring test will be soon. 
 
Math tutors 
Tend the shoots of algebra 
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Emerge mathematicians 
 
Cynthia Fahringer was born in Alexandria, Virginia. She received her B.A. in modern dance from 
Randolph-Macon Woman’s College in 2004 and moved to Madison, Wisconsin in 2012. Cynthia 
began her service with AmeriCorps in February 2015 as a math tutor with Achievement 
Connections in Madison and is excited to see what the path ahead holds.  
 

 

The Service of Life 
Jeff Fenchel 

Achievement Connections 
Middleton High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 79 

State Senate District 27 
 
It is scary having to worry about providing for one’s self. 
A great way to alleviate that fear is by providing service. 
Through service, one can see hope that when they are struggling someone will be there. 
This is the meaning of service, the knowledge that everyone is looking out for everyone. 
 
Service comes in many forms: 
organized programs targeting specific needs; 
helping those you care about; 
helping a complete stranger during their time of need. 
No one form of service is superior to any other they all have their place. 
 
Sometimes opportunities for service will fall in your lap, sometimes you must seek them out. 
Organizations that are successfully serving the community and can be a great way to serve. 
However, simply keeping your eyes out for individuals in need can be just as effective. 
 
There are times when one chooses not to provide service.  
However, in the end everyone gives some form of service at some point in their life. 
Everyone also receives some form of service at some point in their life. 
 
The number one thing that prevents service is fear. 
Staying in our own world is predictable and therefore feels safer. 
When we provide service we enter someone else’s world which creates unpredictability. 
This unpredictability can take the form of either good things or bad things which can be scary. 
 
Service must be done with the pure intention of being helpful. 
In that spirit, one must also be mindful of anything that is unintentionally harmful. 
If this is practiced properly service will yield mostly good things and there is nothing to fear. 
 
Reciprocation for service can come in many forms: 
some will be grateful and show their gratitude in monetary compensation; 
others will show their gratitude through words and actions which can mean even more; 
some will provide future service either explicitly planned or when the opportunity arises; 
however, most importantly, providing service is always a learning experience in and of itself; 
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Jeff Fenchel is a graduate of Madison West High who studied computer science with an 
emphasis on chemistry math and physics at CU Boulder. He then worked as a ski lift operator at 
Squaw Valley before joining AmeriCorps as a math tutor. 
 

 

The Discovery 
Hannah Stephens 

Achievement Connections 
East High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 
I initially decided to do an AmeriCorps term of service because I had not been able to find a job 
right out of college. It was disheartening, as many of my friends had managed to find jobs and I 
had nothing. The Achievement Connections program sounded interesting and AmeriCorps 
seemed like a good opportunity to develop some basic job skills and give me a time buffer for 
finding a real job. What I did not expect was to thoroughly enjoy the work; to love being on the 
more systemic end of education and part of the non-profit world. This experience has helped 
alter my approach to job hunting and has me thinking about other career paths I never knew I 
would want. 
 
In reflecting on my past six months of service with AmeriCorps, I find myself thinking about 
everything I have gained from this experience. With Achievement Connections being a new 
program, I have had the rare opportunity to help from what my position is. It has been a learning 
experience, but one that many people do not get. I have also developed and honed many skills 
applicable to any future position I may hold. Some of these skills include communication, 
leadership, organization, etc. Working in an extremely diverse school has also opened my eyes 
to worlds I have never experienced before. This has also been a learning experience but one I 
would not change for the world. I grew up in a largely white community. My friends were all at 
least middle class and many practiced the same religion. When I came to Madison for school it 
was largely the same. UW-Madison prides itself on being diverse, but it really is not as diverse 
as one is lead to believe. Plus, being on campus is almost like being in a bubble. I thought it 
was representative of what Madison is really like. I was wrong; however, having this AmeriCorps 
experience I feel I have developed skills and altered my mindset, how I think about the world, 
and will be able to carry these things over into the rest of my life.  
 
Having had this opportunity, I have learned a great deal about not only myself, but also the 
community in which I have lived the past four years and never really experienced. I have begun 
to change my mind in what career path I will pursue following this term of service. I am very 
grateful that I have had this opportunity and that it has allowed me to not think so narrow 
mindedly. I am excited to continue serving through July and cannot wait to see what the future 
holds.  
 
Hannah is a recent graduate of the University of Wisconsin–Madison with a dual degree in 
psychology and social welfare.  
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Learning From the Students You Teach 
Jessica Simmons 

Achievement Connections 
West High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 77 

State Senate District 26 
 
For the past six months, I have been exhausted, elated, frustrated, disappointed, laughing, and 
inspired, sometimes all in the same day. I have learned a great deal from my students about 
perseverance, culture, and my own potential. One of the first things I learned is that first 
impressions are rarely correct. Many students act very different in class than they do in tutoring 
sessions. Just because a student is acting out in class does not mean that they don’t care about 
doing well in school. It is easy to write a student off because of the way they act or dress, and 
sometimes it can be hard to connect with students that seem unapproachable. Sometimes 
students that seem engaged really are not, and sometimes students that seem the most 
disengaged actually know the class material well. Working with students whose primary 
language is not English has been an especially humbling experience. Everyday tasks at the 
school require a lot more time and effort for these students. Many of my students have surprised 
me with their drive and resilience.  
 
Before I started this program, I did not realize just how many students in Madison are struggling 
in their classes, especially during the first two years of math. A large part of this could be a 
student’s home life, which can significantly impact their school performance both positively and 
negatively. If a student is distracted by other issues, they will have a much harder time 
concentrating in school. It would be difficult to see the importance of getting good grades in 
school while focusing on basic needs like hunger and consistent shelter. Poverty deeply affects 
a person’s perception of what they can achieve. How could a student be confident that they can 
go to college and get a high paying job if their family can barely afford food, let alone a college 
education? For many students it doesn’t feel like college is an option. The success a person 
achieves is strongly affected by what they think they can achieve. A large part of our role as 
tutors is to show our students that they can achieve more than they think. Even if passing a 
math test or consistently turning in homework seem like small victories, they are significant if 
they help a student believe in their own abilities. 
 
This experience has taught me resilience and determination in the face of adversity. Even 
during the most difficult days at the school, there were still bright moments. It has also 
reinforced the idea of looking past the surface of first impressions. I never thought that I would 
want to work with high school students in the long-term, but this experience has inspired me to 
continue working in the school district. I believe this program has significantly impacted my life 
for the better, and I am grateful for the experience and what I have learned from my students.  
 
Jessica is a recent graduate of Whitman College currently living in Madison, and is planning on 
pursuing a career in environmental education or conservation biology.  
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Lessons 
Daniel Johnson 

Achievement Connections 
East High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 
A student of mine took a test a few weeks ago and got a mid-range “C.” My immediate reaction 
was to blame myself for not being there for my student. I must not be a good enough tutor. I 
probably explained the material poorly. I might not have spent enough time on test prep, etc. It 
turns out, freshman algebra students at East High School have an opportunity to do a test 
retake and earn points back. My student did not originally plan on taking advantage of this 
opportunity, so I encouraged him to go over the old test with me and to do a retake. Long story 
short, we went over the questions he got wrong and after his retake he got an “A.” This 
experience got me thinking for a spell about how one 45-minute session and a little 
encouragement could help a student jump two full grade levels on a test. I came to the 
conclusion that, if nothing else, the most important aspect of one-on-one tutoring is simply being 
there in the first place as a voice of encouragement. Besides a little math help, the real lesson 
this young person needed was an extra nudge to take ownership of his academics and to not 
settle for anything less than his capabilities. Through continued work with this student, I have 
noticed that the lesson is sticking! I might not be the greatest tutor, and I might explain the 
material poorly from time to time. I was, however, able to pass on an important lesson that will 
hopefully help this student for years to come, both in and out of his academics. It is a really 
awesome development to be a part of, and I am grateful to be able to be there for him. 
 
Daniel is a recent college graduate that enjoys biking fast, tinkering with electronics, good food, 
and spending time with his friends and family 
 

 

Helping with Direction 
Maiyer Xiong 

Achievement Connections 
East High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 
The biggest challenge I have sometimes is trying to prove to students why they should take 
control of their lives and why they should pursue education. How do I tell them that they should 
go to college when they barely have a roof over their head? How can they work toward 
something long term when they don’t even know if they’ll have food to go home to or if they’ll 
have a home to go home to? There are so many things going on in their lives sometimes that 
school is seriously the last priority. How can anyone tell a person who sells drugs that they can 
make more if they go to college? It’s hard. Society finds a way to contradict doing the “right” 
thing and it makes it so hard for people to want to do the right thing in return. It’s not that they 
don’t think they should do the right thing but more that they would rather do the wrong thing 
because the right thing doesn’t provide quick results sometimes. 
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I think the best way to help my community to really nourish/ nurture is to let them know that I 
can help. I serve with this program as I would like to someday be known instead as the daughter 
of Wa Meng and Kor but the woman whose parents are Wa Meng and Kor. To an outsider, 
these both mean the same thing but to our culture they are different things. The first one 
suggests that people know who you are because of your parents and the second one suggests 
that people know your parents because of who you are. That will be proof that I have made an 
impact on my community and have become my own person, someone of great reputation.  
 
After my service, I think I want to try and create a program where I can help Hmong students 
learn English, math and science. I want this to be a free program so that their families can afford 
it. I think this would be a great way to keep them out of trouble and out of the streets. I want 
students to be able to have a place where they can feel safe.  
 
Mia Yer has entered her second month of service as an AmeriCorps member and is her senior 
year at the University of Wiscosin-Madison. 
 

 

Serving the Community: One Call at a Time 
Katie Zeininger 

Achievement Connections 
United Way of Dane County 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 
Serving others has always been important to me. I volunteered throughout high school, 
undergraduate, and graduate school, and interned with OutReach, Inc. and the American Red 
Cross during my summers. As my time in graduate school drew to a close and it came time to 
pursue my next endeavor, I found myself searching for an opportunity that would allow me to 
grow both personally and professionally and build upon the foundation of service I had 
established. AmeriCorps was the perfect fit. 
 
My role in the Achievement Connections program is unique. I serve as a Community Resource 
Specialist at the United Way of Dane County’s 2-1-1. 2-1-1 is a free, confidential information 
and referral service that connects those in need to a variety of resources such as: help paying 
bills, housing search assistance, supports groups, food pantries, community clinics, and the like. 
My position enables me to interact directly with the community while simultaneously serving as 
a resource for my AmeriCorps team. 
 
My AmeriCorps service has shown me a side of the community that I had not been exposed to 
before. There are many more individuals and families in need than I could have ever imagined. I 
am able to make a positive impact on their lives by listening to their stories and connecting them 
to programs that can lend a helping hand. For example, I spoke with a middle-aged man calling 
on behalf of his son, who needed help signing up for health insurance. I was able to provide him 
with a list of registered brokers in the community that could sit down with his son for free and 
help him find the appropriate health insurance plan. The man was impressed so he asked if I 
could assist him with a few other needs, including where he could go to get low-cost dental 
care, a haircut, and help with his taxes. I was able to refer him to programs that assisted with 
each these needs. He told me I was “batting a thousand” and assured me that if he ever needed 
assistance with anything else that he would be sure to call 2-1-1 again. We measure outcomes 
on how many repeat callers we retain, so this was a great success.  
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I have high hopes for the remainder of my service term. There are goals that I have yet to 
achieve, but I am confident that I will reach them because AmeriCorps has given me the 
platform to do so. Moreover, AmeriCorps and my role at United Way 2-1-1 has shown me what 
it truly means to serve others and that is an invaluable tool that I will carry with me into the 
future. 
 
Katie lives and works in Madison, Wisconsin. She loves animals, especially cats and orcas, and 
is an avid Wisconsin Badgers fan. 
 

 

Believe In the Difference You Can Make 
Shing Vang 

Achievement Connections  
West High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 77 

State Senate District 26 
 
Six months ago, I did not realize how powerful my personal voice could possibly be to others 
and bring the difference that it could. The challenges that students we serve face, are similar to 
the challenges that I once faced. Before this AmeriCorps opportunity, I never really spoke of my 
struggles because I use to believe that it wouldn’t make a difference. Little did I know that my 
experiences could in fact, contribute to others finding strength and reason to make a difference 
for our students.  
 
While leading one of my group orientations for volunteers, I shared my experience as a college 
student coming from an underserved high school. At the end of the orientation, two of my 
volunteers asked me to share more about my experience in college. I allowed myself to open up 
about the hope that I lost, the determination that I found and, how much easier it could have 
been for me if someone had believed that I was worthy of my dreams. After allowing myself to 
share the adversities I faced, my volunteers felt more determined to make a difference for our 
students by believing. I have learned through my AmeriCorps service that in order to make a 
positive impact, I have to believe in the difference that I can make and make a voice for myself 
to be heard. 
 
Shing is a graduate of the University of Wisconsin-Madison. She has a strong passion for 
community development with a focus on social justice issues.  
 

 

The Meaning of Service 
Amy Mayer 

Achievement Connections Math Tutoring Program 
Middleton High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 79 

State Senate District 27 
 
To me, to volunteer for something means to put yourself in a position for a season of time 
without the expectation of reward. Service, then, takes it a step further. I used to think service 
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was merely something you did, or a duty to be completed. Now, I would say that I see service 
as providing a mechanism to solve the needs of others. Service in this context requires 
constantly developing new mindsets for yourself and inspiring those in others, new strategies to 
empower others, and the challenge to continue service even at personal cost. I think our jobs, 
more than teaching math, are to provide hope and encouragement to students that they might 
learn, dream, and experience success. I find myself battling with the idea that I will have no 
impact, and have needed to constantly take it on faith that I do. We don’t often get to see the 
fruit of our labor until much further down the line.  
 
I had started tutoring a student who was failing and who had internalized the belief that she 
couldn’t do math. We met for sessions, and day in and day out, I would reassure her that she 
was capable. Every time she said she couldn’t, I would immediately respond that I knew she 
could and I had faith in her even if she didn’t, and made it a point to praise the effort she put 
forth. It kept her working, and this continued for a few months. She started showing exponential, 
consistent improvement in her conceptual learning and ended up acing her next exam. She was 
incredibly happy and found a new sense of confidence. She is now moving to a different school, 
but feels confident, rather than worried, that she will succeed.  
 
I have also been worried about missing opportunities. One time when I went to go get a student 
from his class for tutoring, his class was returning from a human rights week presentation on 
homelessness, but he was nowhere to be found. When I asked his teacher where he was, I was 
told he went to student services. I later discovered that there had been a family situation that 
had left him homeless recently. Needless to say, we did not tutor that day. Later, however, his 
guidance counselor shared with us that of all the things he was worried about, he felt confident 
that he was going to pass Algebra, despite failing earlier in the year, because of the support he 
had received from his tutor. I realized that he was carrying a level of hope that he wouldn’t be 
without tutoring. I also realized that rather than worrying about missing an opportunity, I should 
focus on whatever opportunities I can and trust those who are working with me to catch the 
opportunities I miss. I am very grateful for the tutor that worked with him so consistently, and 
that we as a team could play a small role in his story.  
 
Amy has a passion for helping students to learn, serving her community, and empowering her 
community to provide people-focused solutions to its own current challenges. She is a UW-
Madison graduate with a BA in economics and mathematics and is currently serving 
as the tutor liaison for Achievement Connections Math Tutoring Program 
at Middleton High School in Dane County, WI. 
 

 

Shifting Service Concepts 
Roderick Curry 

Achievement Connections  
East High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 
These past several months have shifted the way in which I view service. Not only that, but it has 
also taught me a lot of things about myself and what it means to lead. I have done things that 
have not only forced me to step out of my comfort zone but question what does it truly mean to 
serve and live a life of service.  
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Serving as an AmeriCorps tutor at East High School has been tiring both mentally and 
physically. There have been times when only one out of five students showed up for a tutoring 
session that day, times when we’ve had to chase and track down students. And on other 
occasions we’ve successfully and unsuccessfully tried to convince students to come in who 
adamantly refuse to. These are some of the challenges we face, but it’s also what energizes me 
every morning, the ability to have an impact and build relationships with today’s youth. To be 
honest, it’s tough to not look at some of the challenges and the pay and say this isn’t what I 
signed up for, so I’m out. And what this AmeriCorps opportunity has taught me in rebuttal to that 
statement is that service isn’t about you, it’s about who you are serving. It’s about the 
willingness to devote yourself to the needs of another person. Being able to sacrifice your pride 
to do what is not always glamorous but necessary.  
 
I look at my AmeriCorps service and say this where I need to grow the most. There have been 
times here at East where I may have stayed late, been more nervous than a student was for an 
upcoming test, and chased a few students down, but there have also been situations where I’ve 
asked did I give today my all, or did I do enough to drive that concept home. Am I here because 
I love the work or do I do it because it looks good on my resume? An even more important 
question I ask myself is what happens when AmeriCorps is over? Do I find future opportunities 
in which I can help others or follow my own selfishness in the pursuit of making more money? 
Honestly, I’ve been the one in difficult situations who said at times that it wasn’t worth it but in 
the difficulty my AmeriCorps service has challenged me to say that our students are worth it. 
They are worth the arguments, disappointments, and stress because they deserve better 
opportunities and to be shown love like every other student in society. And to me that is service. 
I’m convinced that AmeriCorps has changed me more than me being the one that has created 
change. And that’s why I feel that AmeriCorps is so important. It not only allows us to serve our 
community but challenges us to readjust the ways we view and act out our service. 
 
Roderick has a strong background in multimedia development. He has worked with a variety of 
mediums to assist in informing the youth he serves.  
 

 

In the Door 
Jason Murcko 

Achievement Connections 
East High School  

U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 
I met G in December, just before the two-week winter break from school was set to begin. A 
senior who emigrated from Africa three years ago, G was struggling with geometry and needed 
the class to graduate from high school. His teacher had made arrangements for him to re-take 
several tests to pull his grade up, and so I was to work with G on getting ready for the tests. 
 
Our initial weeks were on the rocky side: G missed several tutoring sessions for reasons 
unknown to me, and our progress in reviewing was slower than I'd hoped for. I didn’t have much 
luck getting G to volunteer ideas about how to tackle many of the problems we worked on. I 
wondered if it was true that, as others said, we were collectively bending over backwards for 
him and he needed to step up on his end. The semester ended on a down note, with G being 
given an incomplete after not doing well on his final exam. 
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One February morning when I met G for his tutoring session, he begged off, exhausted from a 
long run in gym class. As I walked with him and tried to figure out a game plan, I remembered 
some advice I'd been given: do what it takes to get students in the door. In other words, create 
opportunities for students to establish a connection to the tutoring program by getting them to 
spend time in the tutoring center and with the tutors, even if they're not necessarily working on 
math. So I made G an offer: come up to the tutoring center and hang out. If he felt better later 
on in the period, we could get some math done, too. G agreed, if a bit reluctantly. 
 
Although we didn't work on any math that day, G talked almost non-stop the entire period: about 
life in Africa, his family, and his difficulties in school. He shared that he hadn't liked math from an 
early age, and hadn't really studied it significantly before immigrating. And he expressed the 
desire to return to Africa and become a businessman after finishing high school. I listened to the 
words pour out, somewhat amazed by this young man who had been rather taciturn before. 
 
I was certainly catalyzed by the conversation, and it seemed like G was as well. He has become 
more interested in math, pushing himself to figure problems out independently during our 
sessions. And now that I understand some of G's background better, I can more adroitly support 
him in improving his underlying math skills. I've also pushed myself to advocate for G with his 
teacher. 
 
There's more work to be done to make sure G passes geometry and graduates, but we now 
have a good base of trust and respect to work from, and G's heightened engagement is surely a 
good sign. I'm grateful that I've been able to get to know G, and I'm hopeful that he'll continue to 
work towards his dreams. 
 
Jason Murcko grew up in Seattle, WA. He attended Harvey Mudd College and the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison. He hopes to pursue social justice work and writing. 
 

 

Reflections on My Personal Relationship to a Public Issue 
Marin LaMartina 

Achievement Connections 
James Madison Memorial High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 78 

State Senate District 26 
 
Through my experience with Achievement Connections over these months, I’ve become more 
aware of how the achievement gap affects our black boys. Though I studied this in school, and 
took a personal interest in youth-related social justice issues, I have always worked on the early 
side of intervention. Here I feel I am looking at the fallout from a lack of earlier interventions. 
Many of the students who have fallen outside of our criteria by ninth grade are coming from the 
same neighborhoods as the kids I worked with at a preschool level. Those students who 
haven’t, who could likely be labelled “at risk”, we see struggle to muster enthusiasm for a 
subject in which they lack the essential, earlier basic skills that undergird their learning of this 
content. These kids have come of age under No Child Left Behind policies but they have, in 
many ways, been left behind.  
 
Alongside the daily practical challenges that we confront around tutoring math, I can’t shake the 
cruel reality that, though we see successes, we still send our kids out into a society which will 
negatively affect them in nearly every domain of life. With one of my favorite students–a boy 
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who a colleague and I have independently described as “a delight”–I have witnessed the 
slippery slope of failing grades and a mounting behavioral rap sheet which may well end in his 
push into the school-to-prison pipeline. I feel helpless, unable to advocate for him or convey to 
him all the factors outside of his control that are moving him towards such “delinquency.” In the 
end, I will have the option to view this through an academic lens, which offers protective 
distance from the pain of his diminishing opportunities. Unarmed with this perspective, however, 
he is left to internalize false beliefs about himself through the interplay of daily racially-informed 
interactions and an antagonistic, racist society. This breaks my heart.  
 
Our program has provided our members with a month of reflection on race-related issues. 
During this we’ve reviewed data and literature detailing a social system which seemingly 
conspires against the neediest of our children; it was a heavy dose of the big picture. Among 
these readings was the direct, pragmatic, researched work of UW’s Gloria Ladson-Billings, who 
offered more hope. This hope was not offered through her manifold plan of action for the 
educators’ educators, however, but in the idea that a deeper solution lay in working to raise-up 
more people within these racial-and-ethnic-minority communities, in support of their own people. 
I am, after all, a white, middle-class woman and though I can work to identify my biases and, 
through increased mindfulness of these, attempt to not enact them and various micro-
aggressions which are their product, I am still situated outside of the affected populations. The 
greatest work, Ladson-Billings upholds, is likely done in two ways: 1) empowering in-group 
individuals to protect, to teach, and to lead their own, while 2) working to break down the 
systems which continue to privilege the few while taking away the power of the many.  
In light of this heightened awareness of a major social problem, I’ve been urged by two people 
who carry very different perspectives, and for whom I have a lot of respect, not to lose my sense 
of personal efficacy to the big picture. We still make a personal connection with these kids-this 
is where our power is. I plan to spend my remaining time with Achievement Connections 
working to actualize this advice.  
 
Marin has worked with a number of non-profits as a volunteer to assist in making connections to 
services that are supporting proactive youth development.  
 

 

Service and Volunteerism 
Michael Radloff 

Achievement Connections 
James Madison Memorial High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 78 

State Senate District 26 
 
The differences between service and volunteering have become more and more apparent to me 
as I have gained experience and insight over the last few years. When I first began working with 
the Achievement Connections program, I was a volunteer. I had the desire to help students 
succeed and I had the time to donate, I was a volunteer tutor. Now I serve students. The biggest 
difference between volunteering and serving I have experienced is the level of engagement and 
commitment to long-term overarching goals. As a volunteer I was expected to show up, engage 
with the students for an hour or two and then carry on my day, at the time I thought I was 
making real connections, but in retrospect I was skimming the surface. Now that my days 
consist of true service I am living in and truly engaging with the community at the school. To me, 
immersing yourself in the community gives you perspectives that you otherwise would miss out 
on by volunteering. I believe that everyone should perform service, in one way or another 
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because it broadens your horizons and gives people the opportunity to meet people who are 
different than you.  
 
Michael Radloff is an AmeriCorps member and math tutor for the Achievement Connections 
program at Madison Memorial and Madison West High Schools. Michael enjoys working with 
students, is pursuing a career in education, and will receive his Secondary Education License 
for biology and broad-field science in June.  
 

 

Service - Motivation and Responsibility 
Sam Stork-Post 

Achievement Connections 
James Madison Memorial High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 78 

State Senate District 26 
 
The Achievement Connections program is designed to provide math tutors to 9th and 10th 
graders in order to increase the number of students passing algebra with a C or higher. Our 
program plays a part in addressing the achievement gap – the disparities in academic 
achievement across different demographics (race, socioeconomic status, and gender being the 
most notable). Since our goals this year play a role in shrinking this gap, we’ve spent a lot of 
time consciously thinking about causes of the gap, and how our program design can help to 
address them. 
 
Some of the biggest causes are clearly beyond our ability to directly affect. No amount of math 
tutoring is going to change a student's socioeconomic status, for example. Instead, the program 
is designed to affect the pieces we can control. Research shows that failing algebra often leads 
to decreased chances of graduation. By stepping in as students are first beginning to struggle 
with math, we can make sure they get the foundation they need to be successful in their 
remaining high school math career – hopefully having a small impact on the achievement gap in 
the process. 
 
There are two types of students for whom our program is not designed. The first is students 
whose grades – not just in math, but across the board – are so low that they need more than 
just twice-weekly tutoring. The second is those with grades high enough that, while they might 
benefit from our tutoring, they don’t really need us. 
 
The remaining chunk of students – those with academic promise but alarmingly low math 
grades – is where we make the biggest impact. These are the students traditionally at risk for 
being left behind in math. Students who struggle in algebra can check out entirely, often 
jeopardizing their math learning and, consequently, their graduation prospects. That’s where we 
come in. A couple extra hours to ask questions and get help outside of class can be enough to 
turn a struggling student into a successful and engaged one.  
 
We’ve seen students who started the year off with Ds and Fs now consistently earning As and 
Bs. They’ve gotten used to working hard outside of class, and, more importantly, they’ve 
learned that they are, in fact, capable of being successful in math – even if it’s hard. This has 
ramifications not only for their grades this year, but for future success as well. If not attended to, 
these borderline students often see mounting failure as a sign that they’re incapable, and stop 
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trying. By helping our students earn success via hard work and effort, we give them a reason to 
try hard in the future, and let them feel the impact of their efforts.  
 
Sam Storck-Post is serving as a tutor in the Achievement Connections program. He hopes to 
become a high school physics teacher. 
 

 

My Vision 
 Yessenia Martines 

Achievement Connections  
James Madison Memorial High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 78 

State Senate District 26 
 
 Everyone needs an educational experience; it’s the root of our existence. Having an education 
encourages a personalize career when a person is an adult. Most young adults have heard this 
statement at some point by their senior year of high school. What most adults don't realize when 
they say this is how hard it is to actually get through school. There are crowds of obstacles a 
student has to jump through at an early age, not mention the numerous rules. Not every 
learning style works across all students; not every educational experience can be the same. 
  
One great realization I've had during my term of service with AmeriCorps is the way students 
and my peers think and learn differently. When I first began my term of service I wanted 
everyone to work algebra problems out in the same way I did. I have realized students work 
differently and some of them need more explanation than others. Some students have the tools, 
but just need even one person to care enough about their education, or simpler, their algebra 
class. 
  
As an algebra tutor with Achievement Connections I have realized the importance of the 
education system; however, it is not perfect. It has upsides and downsides I have seen and 
experienced. Through this experience as an Algebra tutor, I have a greater understanding and 
sense, through tutoring, of what it is like to be a teacher, and the countless difficulties students 
may struggle with. I jumped into this service aspiring to take action and help students achieve a 
great educational experience. I wanted to connect with students and help them see the scores 
of benefits that passing algebra would mean for their education. 
 
While serving with Achievement Connections I have seen how the community is making an 
effort to enhance student growth by taking time out of their busy schedule to tutor one or more 
students in algebra or geometry. I have seen how teachers, who have an array of students, take 
individualized time out with students to make sure they have what they need to pass their 
classes.  
 
We, as tutors, teachers, or community members, have the power to employ change and a 
student’s perspective in adults, in their own education, and in algebra. We can be a bigger part 
for even one student to change the way they see the world of their education. 
 
My vision during and after my service is to continue trying to make an impact, by volunteering 
and possibly adding more of my own education in order to make a bigger influence in my 
community. I have only been serving for six months, but it has been a great half a year. I have 
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connected with many incredible students, and have seen the effect tutoring has on their math 
grades and education goals. 
 
Yessenia Martines, a microbiology major, is serving as a math tutor at Memorial High School.  
 

 

A Reflection 
Lawrence Winkler 

Achievement Connections High School Math Tutoring Program 
James Madison Memorial High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 78 

State Senate District 26 
 
I started my service with Achievement Connections a short month ago, and my interactions with 
the student’s gives me evidence that I can be of help to them. For me, this is the most important 
matter. 
 
Several key items stand out. Students really do want to do well. They come in hopeful, and 
many are enthusiastic. All are willing to put effort in, some requiring a little extra 
encouragement.  
 
A second key item is that in a tutoring session, the student leads the session. Students are 
under stress with higher stress levels having a negative effect on learning. Allowing and 
encouraging students to exercise control lessens stress and improves learning.  
 
A third key item is a student's life outside of the tutoring session and school itself has a very real 
impact. Students have less skill in compartmentalizing, unlike adults who have brighter lines 
separating their roles. The result is many students show significant academic ability but have 
difficulty exercising that potential.  
 
Lawrence retired as an IT professional with the University of Wisconsin Systems. Lawrence has 
recently become an AmeriCorps member to contribute to the success of youth in his 
neighborhood who attend Memorial High School.  
 

 

Achievement Connections 
Lauren Lynch 

Achievement Connections  
Memorial High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 78 

State Senate District 26 
 
As I walked into the Memorial High School tutor 
Classroom for the first time, I felt nervous. 
How would 
I be able to make meaningful connections with all of these students? And 
Even if I did, how would I help them to  
View math as a useful skill or  
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Even fun?  
My mind ran in a million directions, attempting to stave my worries and channel my 
Excitement. Then, as my first  
New student walked into the room, I 
Took a deep breath and let out a smile, ready for whatever 
 
Came my way.  
Over these last few weeks, I’ve managed  
Not only to help my students improve their math, but I’ve also gained the  
Necessary skills to tutor and mentor 
Effectively. The personal  
Connections I’ve made with my students have helped me  
To realize the true 
Importance 
Of my work, and each of them are the reason I’m still excited to come to work each day.  
Now, I am confident as I walk into each tutoring 
Session because I’m proud of the impact I am able to make. 
 
Lauren Lynch and is a student at the University of Wisconsin-Madison studying secondary math 
education.  
 

 

Connections 
Jason Burke 

Achievement Connections 
Morgridge Center for Public Service 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 
 
My service does not provide me with the type of vignettes that many might expect to hear from 
an AmeriCorps member. I am not serving by building housing for low-income families, or by 
helping construct shelters for victims during a disaster. In my service I have not looked over a 
teenager’s shoulder as she struggles on a math problem, providing her with guidance and the 
tools she needs to succeed in her algebra class; my team provides that service. Instead, I 
connect. I seek out students at UW–Madison from a range of diverse backgrounds and 
experiences in service, some who already have a passion for service and others who have 
never volunteered before, and I connect them to service. I connect them to the greater Madison 
community and try to get students involved off campus. Through my service I give UW–Madison 
student volunteers a chance to have those amazing experiences that volunteering can provide: 
the moment when the student they are tutoring finally figures out how to work through a problem 
they’ve been stuck on, or when a student moves from an “F” in class to a “B.” These are stories 
from volunteers in my program, but they are not my story. I am only connecting them to those 
opportunities, as a bridge between campus and community.  
 
I am proud to be a connection, a connector, fostering a love for service and volunteerism in the 
student volunteers that I vet and send out into the Madison community to do good. I may not 
have a story about an individual youth who I have impacted or a piece about a specific good 
deed that I have done, but I am delighted knowing that I am planting the seeds of community 
engagement in UW–Madison students that will grow into community minded graduates. 
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Jason Burke is a recent graduate of UW–Madison serving at the Morgridge Center for Public 
Service. He is currently recruiting UW–Madison students for the Achievement Connections 
volunteer math-tutoring program. Jason wants to continue to stay involved in education; either 
as a High School English teacher or by getting involved in educational policy. 
 

 

Think Back 
Alison Dodsworth 

Achievement Connections 
Memorial High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 78 

State Senate District 26 
  
Think back 
To when you were here 
Here in school, 
High School, 
Emotional beings 
With relationships. 
They lose and try 
They win and try harder, 
It’s almost 
As if 
There is no quitting. 
  
I remember when 
I walked the halls, 
So much, 
I had so little. 
Life was a game, 
Life was rough. 
  
In the mornings 
I get here early, 
Now as a staff member; 
I see the girl sitting 
Alone. 
I see students 
Getting out of beat up cars 
Coming from beat up houses. 
I can’t assume, 
But I pretend to understand. 
  
Sometimes I make the 
Mistake 
Of calling the students, 
“My Kids”, 
Because if I could, 
I would shield them from 



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

The world. 
I would bottle their innocence- 
I want to protect them, 
  
I want to breathe in and say, 
“It gets better” 
While also exhaling 
“It’s only going to get 
Worse, 
Intense, 
More pressure.” 
Be gentle and kind 
To yourself, 
And your classmates 
Because 
Everyone is fighting for the 
Front Seat. 
  
“Try even when the material 
Is challenging”, 
We tell them. 
We sit down and they agree 
To try, 
Even when the material 
Is challenging. 
I can’t say I would agree, 
But they do. 
They sign their tutoring 
Experience. 
With not yet formed signatures, 
And not yet made goals. 
  
Take a second, 
Think back. 
To when you were walking 
Those halls. 
Were you Queen? 
How long did it last? 
Did you struggle? 
Of course, 
It can’t be a breeze for everyone. 
  
I am proud to serve 
The students of 
James Madison Memorial 
High School. 
I am conscious of their needs. 
I want to meet every 
Goal in math these students have. 
I want to see them form into 
Adults, 
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In the real world; 
I am proud of them. 
I can’t wait to see 
This rough game of Math, 
Life, 
and 
Critical Thinking Skills, 
Turn into something they will 
Hold onto  
Forever. 
 
Alison Dodsworth is a tutor liaison for the Achievement Connections Math Tutoring Program at 
James Madison Memorial High School. Alison works through the United Way of Dane County to 
help close the achievement gap in the Madison area.  
 

 

Annual Member Reflections 
Peter Nennig 

Achievement Connections 
West High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 77 

State Senate District 26 
 
Ariana improved her grade from a D to a B. Now, she is failing. She is a reserved student who 
enjoys math, but needs time to process the ideas she is learning about. When she first entered 
our program she had a D because she didn’t turn her homework in or study for tests. Once she 
began coming regularly, I noticed a disposition for and enjoyment of math that most students do 
not have. All she needed was someone patiently to work with her. After she began to come in 
regularly, I began to see notable improvement in her understanding, organization, and ability to 
perform well on tests. By the end of the first semester she had earned a high B in algebra—a 
full two letter grades from the end of her first quarter progress grade. Her improvement 
encouraged me and, in my eyes, Ariana became more autonomous in her math work. Her good 
grades, increased understanding, and ability to do work on her own, however, soon began to 
backslide as second semester started. 
  
As the new semester began, I recommended Ariana only come in once a week rather than the 
twice a week meetings we had first semester. This proved harmful to Ariana. As well as 
reducing her tutoring sessions each week, she did not have a study hall this semester. No study 
hall meant she could only come in at lunch for tutoring. Now she could only come in two days a 
week since she had a required freshman advisory course on other days. Also, other teachers 
would need to her to come see them, such as for make-up tests or counselor meetings. Ariana 
was pulled in many directions at once. She had limited time for math and her other classes. So, 
her grades began to suffer in all her classes. Weeks went by before I realized what was going 
on. I was also under the assumption that she was doing well in algebra because of the progress 
I saw first semester; however, this semester she had all her assignments missing, had F’s on all 
her tests and quizzes, and she didn’t understand what was going on in class.  
 
Ariana’s story shows me both the importance of service and the importance of thinking about 
how best to serve. It is easy to try to get your feet wet and serve because it feels like the right 
thing to do. What is hard—but necessary—is thinking about how service can create lasting 
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change. In Ariana’s case, she showed momentary improvement. But, she didn’t possess the 
skills or ability to succeed by herself. This, to me, entails that our educational institutions are 
failing our students, and especially young students of color. Ariana is a black female who enjoys 
math. But, she lacked the conditions to succeed in all levels of her education—not just two 
quarters of her freshman year. Service is important, but service must orient itself to address the 
larger systemic injustice that continuously causes so many young people of color to fall short of 
succeeding.  
 
Peter graduated from UW-Madison with a degree in philosophy. Peter’s goal is to become a 
professor at the college-level and be involved in issues of political and social justice.  
 

 

Recruitment with Cultural Agility 
Courtney Taborn 

United Way of Dane County 
2nd U.S. Congressional District 

State Assembly District 76 
State Senate District 26 

 
The largest impact the educational achievement gap has on my work as a recruiter is how 
difficult it makes recruiting tutors of color as role-models for the students in our program. First, 
black residents only make up 8% of the population of Madison. Coupled with that, there is a 
stark under-representation of black adults holding the kind of white-collar jobs that would allow 
them to make a commitment to being a tutor for a semester. The legacy of the gap in Dane 
County has played into the stereotype threat that Claude Steele mentioned, and perpetuates the 
cycle of underachievement in Dane County. 
 
These readings have made me both understand and question the district’s sensitivity about 
mentioning the gap. On one hand, it is now clear how acknowledging it can harm students of 
color’s academic confidence. On the other hand, it seems to be an important subject to discuss 
and examine to be able to solve the problem. 
 
My take-away is that it is important to talk to the tutors about the gap honestly, but also to make 
sure they understand the implications of discussing it openly and frankly with students.  
 
This information will make me a better recruiter because it has given me a more complete 
picture of the achievement gap so I will be better able to speak about it when potential tutors 
ask me questions about disparities in Dane County. 
 
Courtney is a graduate of the University of Wisconsin-Madison. She works as a volunteer 
recruiter with the United Way of Dane County.  
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My Service Experience So Far 
Andrew Sanville 

Achievement Connections 
East High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 
For the most part, my AmeriCorps position has been what I expected it to be. Every day I work 
to help close the “Achievement Gap” by helping students in high school math. I can’t help but 
wonder though if my work actually helps to fix this issue. As an educator, I know my tutoring 
techniques are not perfect and I work every day to improve them. Consciously I try to take to 
heart and practice those “Best Practices” that we are taught to use, but I can’t help but wonder if 
my tutoring is effective at all. Many of the kids who are struggling most, those that need help 
most, should have been given this help two or three, if or more, years ago. These students lack 
fundamental skills that make it difficult to even have them attempt to tackle the new ideas in 
their courses. The constant feeling of inadequacy has turned some of these students hostile to 
the idea of school and learning. It will become hard for me to come into work every day if I feel 
like I am failing at my job. 
 
An important part of my position, then, is understanding where I stand in the perspective of a 
greater solution. Through both the trainings and my interactions with the other tutors, it is very 
clear that if there was a simple solution, we would already be doing it. It would be unacceptable 
of me to fail these students at this level just because they were failed two years ago. Just 
because someone else failed them, does not mean I can do the same thing. My job is not to fix 
all of their problems. In fact, there are so many things in these students’ lives that I can’t even 
come close to fixing. One thing I can do help students who might otherwise drop out or fail out, 
pass math. The other thing I can do is inspire students to greater learning if they weren’t 
otherwise thinking about it. I can be a helping hand to those who would not otherwise have it. 
My job as an AmeriCorps member is not to fix the “Achievement Gap.” It would be ridiculous to 
think if I could complete such a monumental task. My job is to extend a hand and help. My job is 
to work to a solution. Perhaps neither I nor this program will ever solve the problem; however, it 
certainly will get us closer. 
 
Andrew is a graduate student and is looking forward to his studies for his graduate degree on 
the west coast.  
 

 

The Eight 
David Parker 

Achievement Connections  
Memorial High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 78 

State Senate District 26 
 
I practice the Quanzhen Taoism, “Complete Reality” or “Complete Perfection” Taoism, which 
means that it also follows the Buddhist tenet of Bodhisattvas; dedicate oneself to helping and 
enlightening others. That means that one’s life must follow the Eight  
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1. Right View. The right way to think about life is to see the world through the eyes of the 
Buddha—with wisdom and compassion. 
 
2. Right Thought. We are what we think. Clear and kind thoughts build good, strong characters. 
 
3. Right Speech. By speaking kind and helpful words, we are respected and trusted by 
everyone. 
 
4. Right Conduct. No matter what we say, others know us from the way we behave. Before we 
criticize others, we should first see what we do ourselves. 
 
5. Right Livelihood. This means choosing a job that does not hurt others. The Buddha said, "Do 
not earn your living by harming others. Do not seek happiness by making others unhappy." 
 
6. Right Effort. A worthwhile life means doing our best at all times and having good will toward 
others. This also means not wasting effort on things that harm ourselves and others. 
 
7. Right Mindfulness. This means being aware of our thoughts, words, and deeds. 
 
8. Right Concentration. Focus on one thought or object at a time. By doing this, we can be quiet 
and attain true peace of mind. 
 
After studying Traditional Chinese Medicine and retiring, I became a volunteer at 
AgraceHospice for a year. It was both a rewarding and saddening experience. Death in this 
society is something that is feared and people are put in some type of institution to be “cared 
for.” It was an honor to meet and share the life story of so many people but each death is a loss. 
You have to be a person of noble spirit or hard. 
 
Being a Vietnam era veteran am interested in serving those brother and sisters that are 
returning with injured mind, body and soul. There is an auricular acupuncture treatment (NADA) 
that treats stress, insomnia and trauma. I have run a free clinic at the Willie Street Veteran 
Office. 
 
I have been also running a free clinic at the Safe Haven. Safe Haven provides temporary 
housing and support services for homeless men and women with mental illness. The NADA 
treatment was originally used on drug addicts but has since found also ad individuals recovering 
from mental, physical or sexual abuse as well as the previously mentioned traumas. 
 
Why do I do this? As a child I came from a broken home raised in poverty by a mother and 
father that would die from alcohol and tobacco addition. Without the assistance from public 
services and mentors I would probably in some institution or dead. There is a “Good Samaritan” 
parity that I have come to live by. As I move though this world I strive to leave things in a better 
state than when I found it. 
 
David is a retired volunteer who began his experiences as a community Volunteer and then 
became an AmeriCorps member.  
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50 minutes 
Cassidy Kist 

Achievement Connections High School 
East High School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 
50 minutes to make a difference. 
50 minutes to define a difference. 
Is it the distance between two numbers? 
Is it the change I want to make in the world? 
 
50 minutes to challenge. 
50 minutes of who is challenging who. 
Am I challenging my student? 
Am I challenging myself? 
 
None of these questions are an either or. 
Every 50 minutes I know I am using every word in every way.  
 
50 minutes of growth. 
50 minutes of what kind of growth.  
Is the function growing exponentially? 
Is the growth having an impact on our hearts and minds? 
 
50 minutes to make a change. 
50 minutes of explaining change.  
Is it the slope of a line? 
Is it the difference both my student and I are making? 
 
This experience has shown me the importance of making a difference.  
This experience has taught me I can make a difference. 
This experience has made a change in my life. 
This experience has shown me to be someone’s change.  
 
Cassidy is in her second semester of a graduate school program at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison.  
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United Way of Dane County Schools of 
Hope AmeriCorps Project 
 
 

 
 

As the first and original “Schools of Hope” (SOH) Project, this dynamic community 

partnership in the CNCS focus area of Education has refined an evidence-based model of 

tutoring intervention fueled by impassioned AmeriCorps members and committed community 

volunteers. SOH began in 1995 as a civic journalism project that developed into a unique 

collaboration of the United Way of Dane County, Madison Metropolitan School District 

(MMSD), and Centro Hispano with support from the Sun Prairie Area and Middleton-Cross 

Plains Area school districts. Its mission is to align community volunteers and other resources 

to improve the academic achievement of low-performing pre-kindergarten through fifth grade 

students from a range of ethnic and linguistic backgrounds and low-income families. Since 

1998 Schools of Hope has received funding from the Corporation for National and 

Community Service, first as an AmeriCorps*VISTA project and since 2007 as an AmeriCorps 

program. In 2014-15, 19 AmeriCorps members serve 40 elementary school sites in Madison, 

Middleton, and Sun Prairie. Members serve as tutor coordinators in designated high-need 

schools, directing their considerable energy and talent toward advancing literacy 

achievement by matching skilled volunteers with students, providing direct tutoring service 

themselves, and helping low-income families build home library collections. 
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Reflections 
Paul Benjamin 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Van Hise Elementary School and Olson Elementary School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly district 
26th State Senate District 

 
There are three distinct but related relationships in my service that have provided fundamental 
gratification for me. I’m grateful for this Schools of Hope AmeriCorps opportunity to have 
experienced them. 
 
For a long time, I’ve wanted to work with children, ever since I began Peace Corps service in 
Nepal, now over 45 years ago. I remember a classroom that I found myself in, a small room in a 
crude building. The kids were unkempt but wonderfully happy and ever so curious about the 
foreign man who came to be with them briefly. I remember how much I enjoyed it and how much 
they seemed to enjoy it. My Peace Corps program, however, was working with communities on 
things like rural water supply and pedestrian suspension bridges over Himalayan streams. I 
spent a long time working with communities after that, trying to figure out what made good 
communities tick, and away from children. The Schools of Hope AmeriCorps service reminds 
me of that brief time in that school in Nepal and how much I enjoyed it. I love working with 
children. I love their energy, their enthusiasm, their sense of fun, and their development, no 
matter how small or large the incremental growth is. 
 
I love working with the teachers. Teachers, I’ve decided, don’t do so much as “multi-task” as 
“multi-emote.” They are athletic in their abilities to change on a dime from being a disciplinarian 
to maintain order in the classroom, to a nurturing and loving adult, to a teacher teaching about 
addition and subtraction and the sounds of letters, and to an administrator, all with a strong 
sense of responsibility and with a goal to doing what is best for the student. I have also learned 
how perspicacious teachers are. They are keenly aware of where each student is academically, 
where they are excelling, and where they need help. As I’ve gotten to know them, just a fleeting 
encounter with each of them while walking down the corridor is an opportunity to get in a few 
words about what to do with particular students, what tutor to assign or how to work with them. 
That kind of trusting and thoughtful collaboration, in my experience, is a rare experience in 
American workplaces.  
 
Finally, I love working with the tutors. As I’ve moved through the year and gone from inheriting 
tutors from last year to recruiting and working intimately with new tutors, I love talking with them 
about their work or, really, our work. They come for the relationships with the kids, just as I did. 
They come, often, for the meaning of the work, many times after a career that failed to bring 
them that sense of meaning. It is rewarding to me to see them find it. 
 
Paul is a retired planner for the State of Wisconsin and local government, and before that an 
anthropologist in Nepal. Paul and his wife have lived in Madison, Wisconsin for nearly 20 years.  
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AmeriCorps Reflection 
Corinne Coburn 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Elvehjem Elementary School and Kennedy Elementary School 

2nd U.S Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
There is a reason why I am here. There is a reason why I chose to do this. Every day is 
different, some days are extremely hard and some days I feel like I am finally making a 
difference. But whether there are frustrated tears, happy tears, or just lots of reflection, I remind 
myself that even if I make an impact on just one child, or tutor, then I am doing my job. 
 
Joining AmeriCorps was something I had never planned to do, but just kind of fell into. I knew I 
wanted to take at least one year off before law school, and living in Madison seemed like it 
would offer a very interesting year. Schools of Hope appealed to me because I wanted to work 
with young children, and I liked the idea of promoting literacy at such a young age. I have found 
such a great community through AmeriCorps through every aspect of my job. My fellow 
AmeriCorps members and supervisors are so supportive and have provided that safe space 
needed after some of the things we see on a day-to-day basis. My tutors and school staff, open 
my eyes every day to how caring and supportive the Madison community is.  
 
Through Schools of Hope, I have been educated on many things in Madison, through trainings 
and classes. I am fortunate enough to be taking a class on homeless youth in Madison which is 
helping me to contribute more to this community and better serve my highly mobile students. 
The income gap continues to grow along with cuts to our schools, which adds many more 
difficulties and problems to our education system. I have been made aware of racism both in our 
community and in the school systems across the nation and have received training on how to 
address these issues. I am becoming a better, more well-rounded person daily, and all it took 
was a desire to read to a child. AmeriCorps will forever impact my life, and I am grateful that I 
took the year to give back, because in reality I am learning as much as I am teaching.  
 
Corinne Coburn recently graduated from Lafayette College in Pennsylvania. She is currently 
serving as a Schools of Hope Tutor Coordinator in Madison, Wisconsin.  

 

 

A Year with Schools of Hope 
Abigail Dreps 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Mendota Elementary School and Gompers Elementary School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
Eighteen tutor coordinators 
Many first impressions 
Eighteen new friends 
Four Coordinators 
A few endless trainings 
Lots of enjoyable trainings 
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One solid support system 
 
Two schools 
Six Hundred Eight students 
Twelve friendly officemates 
Three work environments 
Twenty-Eight volunteers 
Over Four Hundred hours of tutoring (so far!) 
 
Countless books read 
One Hundred Seventy Four free books given 
One Hundred Eighty more free books left 
Fifty-Nine happy students with their own books 
Limitless learning 
 
One Thousand high fives 
Infinite smiles 
An abundance of hugs 
One Thousand Seven Hundred hours of service 
 
One new perspective 
 
Abigail Dreps graduated from the University of Wisconsin-Madison with a degree in psychology 
and gender and women studies. Schools of Hope is her first AmeriCorps Project. She plans to 
pursue a career supporting children’s mental health. 

 

 

 A Reflection on a Year in AmeriCorps 
Deborah Elsas 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Falk Elementary School and Muir Elementary School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
I retired from my career at the University of Wisconsin-Madison School of Medicine and Public 
Health Department of Ophthalmology last April. The timing was not my choice and took me by 
surprise. I didn’t have a plan. I thought retirement would be enjoyable after working pretty much 
constantly at various careers for the last 40 years. I was wrong. Retirement is boring when you 
are unprepared for it and when you still have something to accomplish. 
 
Then Elementary Schools of Hope and AmeriCorps entered my consciousness. Thank 
goodness! I needed a place where I could feel useful, appreciated, like I was making a positive 
difference in people’s lives. My reflection on the past nine months is heavy on gratitude and 
relief. In SOH I found a place where I feel at home and needed. Most AmeriCorps reflections will 
focus primarily on the people served and mine does too, but it’s not just the children tutored that 
have made this service a positive and memorable experience. 
 
Yes, the kids. I tutor about 12 hours every week which comes to about 24 students from 
kindergarten to 4th grade. I laugh often and am entertained by them. They give me hope. They 
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show me that they are unafraid and that they are willing to tackle anything that comes along. 
They want to learn and they deserve our commitment. 
 
But I also have the tutors. Some have been coming to their neighborhood schools to help out for 
decades and they refuse to slow down or give up. Some are brand new and are energized 
knowing the need is great and that they can help. They range in age across all generations and 
they show up. I admire them all and I get hope from them as well. 
 
Then there are the teachers. What a yeoman’s job they do. There is no similar job to theirs. 
They commit 24/7 to their profession with little in the way of compensation and with too little 
support. They are grateful for Schools of Hope and for the tutors who both show them that they 
are not alone in their challenging work. 
 
Finally, there is the team and our coordinators. How lucky I am to be part of a team full of 
ambitious, funny, high energy, noble, and generous people, mostly young but not all. The 
coordinators could not be better. They are supportive and nurturing in addition to being 
absolutely on task and organized. I am lucky to know the team and the cords and to consider 
them friends. This is what a great retirement looks like! 
 
Deb Elsas is a retired former employee of the University of Wisconsin-Madison School of 
Medicine and Public Health Department of Ophthalmology where she worked for 10 years prior 
to joining AmeriCorps. She is the mother of two grown sons, ages 27 and 23. She plans to 
continue AmeriCorps Elementary Schools of Hope for a second year before joining the officially 
retired-from-full-time-work force. 
 

 

Reading with Dana 
Marissa Gehrke 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Glendale Elementary School and Nuestro Mundo Community School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
Every Tuesday I read with a kindergartner—let’s call her “Dana”—at Glendale Elementary 
School. Dana and I have been reading together since November, and our tutoring sessions 
have become one of the highlights of my Tuesdays. We follow the same routine each week. 
While the rest of her classmates are having rest time, Dana and I sit in the reading corner in her 
classroom, which has comfortable mats and bookshelves that offer some seclusion from the 
rest of the students. Dana likes to choose one of the bears from the stuffed animal bin to read 
with—her favorite is a giant, cuddly bear. She’s only allowed to choose one, or else we’d be 
surrounded by about twenty distracting stuffed animals! After that, we settle in to read. We 
usually start with Dana picking a book that I read to her. Then, we often pick a book that we can 
read together. Rhyming books or books with repetition work great for this, and Dana loves to 
finish the sentences in books or find her sight words on the pages. I also try to bring a book that 
is easy for Dana to read herself. Sometimes, it is a book with simple words and sentences. 
Other times, I bring a book without words, and we practice reading the pages left to right and 
telling stories with lots of details by looking closely at the illustrations. 
 
While we’re finishing up our 30 minute tutoring session, the rest of the kindergarteners begin 
free choice time. As soon as that starts, I always ask Dana, “Do you want to go play now?” I 
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never want our tutoring time to feel like a punishment—I want her to have the option to join her 
classmates in free choice time; however, most Tuesdays, Dana chooses to read one more book 
together from the classroom library. She picks it out, we read it, and then she goes off to play 
(usually—occasionally she wants a second “one more book” before playing!). 
 
While I want Dana to improve her literacy skills and continue to learn new words and letter 
sounds, I love that our tutoring sessions have encouraged her to love reading. If I can do just 
one thing during my time as a tutor coordinator, it would be to inspire every student that I tutor to 
fall in love with reading like Dana and always want to read “just one more book.” Seeing her 
progress and determination every week inspires me, and gives me hope that her future as a 
reader will be a great one. 
 
Marissa Gehrke is a Schools of Hope Tutor Coordinator at Glendale and Nuestro Mundo 
schools. She plans on attending the University of Wisconsin-Madison’s School of Library and 
Information Studies in the fall, with the career goal of being a children’s librarian. 

 

 

A Butterfly’s Beauty 
Johanna Gulke 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Lowell Elementary School and Schenk Elementary School  

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
On my desk at work I keep a photo of myself and a child I had the honor of supporting in a 
previous program; alongside this photo is a Maya Angelou quote that expresses, “we delight in 
the beauty of the butterfly, but rarely admit the changes it has gone through to achieve that 
beauty.” As I take pause, and reflect on my experience thus far as a tutor coordinator with 
Schools of Hope within the Madison school district, this quote resonates with me more deeply 
than it had at the beginning of the school year. 
 
When I first accepted my AmeriCorps position with the Schools of Hope project, I knew I was 
partnering with a program that aligned with my own heart for social justice; particularly 
concerning the elimination of the racial and socioeconomic achievement gap by increasing the 
academic performance of students of color, and those in low-income families. That being said, I 
had no idea how deeply I was going to enjoy the children I have the privilege of working with. 
 
Take Veon, for example. Veon’s teacher reached out to me early in the school year for a literacy 
tutor, while also expressing some of the personal difficulties he was having as a highly mobile 
student in our community. While I found a schedule match for him with a new tutor, after a few 
weeks the placement was not going well for Veon, nor the tutor. Thus, after conversing with his 
teacher, we thought it would be best if I partnered with Veon myself to see if we could make any 
progress with his reading. After a few weeks of relationship building and literacy work, Veon and 
I began to grow a special bond of trust. We read books each week together, worked on reading 
comprehension, and I supported him through a few literacy projects throughout the school year. 
Let me tell you, now that boy can read aloud without a stutter, and sounds out long words he 
doesn’t know at first glance with ease! I could not be more proud of Veon and his hard work and 
dedication to school despite all of the things going on in his life outside these four walls. 
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I feel we often praise children for their “success,” sometimes without acknowledging or realizing 
the journey, or the story behind these “successful” moments or accomplishments. We see the 
beauty, and admire it, but don’t often enough stop to consider how another reached that point. I 
have pleasure of being in-process with the children I work with as they move from one stage to 
another – and I couldn’t feel more blessed to be! Today, someone will hear Veon read 
beautifully, and they’ll have no idea the work and effort he has devoted to being a strong reader 
despite ongoing housing struggles. But I do, and I so admire his courage and heart devoted to 
learning!  
 
Johanna Gulke is a graduate from the University of Wisconsin-Madison with degrees in English 
and social welfare. She is currently serving her first term with Schools of Hope AmeriCorps 
Project in Madison, Wisconsin, and will be pursuing her masters in social work with a focus in 
family services.  
 

 

Dreams Above the Sea 
Skylar Hamel 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Sandburg Elementary School, Lake View Elementary School, and Emerson Elementary School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
 
Dreams Above the Sea 
 
Some days you feel like you’re bailing water 
On a ship full of holes 
And you see around you 
The other dreamers 
The other hopeful souls 
In each of their hands a bucket 
They lift, they fill, they empty 
 
Some days there is so much water! 
Sleeplessness and hunger lap at your feet 
Poverty 
Homelessness 
Injustice 
Despair 
They creep and seep and sneak in 
And you lift, you fill, you empty 
Trying to fight the water 
To drive it all back out 
 
Some days you just want a better boat 
 
Some days the sun shines 
The world is aglow in its warmth 
A child gives you their very best 
Understanding 
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Progress 
Laughter 
Hope 
In their faces, their smiles, their eyes 
 
Some days you know exactly why you are here 
 
Some days you feel like you’re bailing water 
On a ship full of holes 
You stay afloat 
And you dream 
Could there be a time 
When you aren’t needed? 
When the holes are patched? 
The ship restored 
And a shining shore ahead? 
 
I dream of that each day 
And I keep bailing 
With all the others 
I live in the hope 
That with enough hands 
And enough hard work 
Even a rickety ship 
Could carry a child 
To the shining shore 
And the bright new world 
On the horizon 
 
Skylar is a past and future teacher who felt the need to give back to the world. She has a 
bachelor’s degree in English literature and Spanish, and hopes to pursue a career in education. 
She is a reader, painter, singer, guitarist, gamer, and very much an idealist. 
 

 

AmeriCorps Keeps Giving 
Faith Lowry 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Creekside Elementary School and Westside Elementary School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
After my first year of college I met a new friend that had done two full years of an AmeriCorps 
program in Illinois, and it made me realize that I wanted to and could live my life doing 
meaningful work. I began my second year of college with opened eyes and declared myself as a 
community and nonprofit leadership major. I served many nonprofit organizations throughout 
college, but my most memorable experience is becoming an AmeriCorps member the summer 
of 2011 in Illinois. I had a supportive team and enjoyed being around others who wanted to give 
back. I knew I wanted to live the experience again at some point in my life and entertained the 
idea of becoming an AmeriCorps member after graduation. 
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My eyes lit up when I saw the tutor coordinator job description supporting the Schools of Hope 
AmeriCorps Project. I wanted to work with people from the community, support a mission that 
makes an impact, and get firsthand experience at how a small nonprofit functions. Walking 
away from my interview made me even more excited at the prospect of completing a year of 
service that not only will support my values and professional goals, but will provide two 
invaluable project coordinators or professional mentors that honestly care and want people to 
grow from their experience on the project. 
 
To say the least I am grateful that I am a part of the Schools of Hope team. I’m making a life 
giving back, surrounded by people who want to do more than what’s expected, a part of a 
nonprofit organization that gets the community involved with a clear mission, gaining an 
incredible amount of professional experience, and learning more about myself than I ever 
expected to. AmeriCorps is a tremendous gift to me and to think it doesn’t just stop with me is 
amazing! 
 
Through Schools of Hope I am supporting teachers with an extra resource, allowing qualified 
and trained volunteers to express their passion in educating youth, and creating bonds for 
children to grow academically and socially. With coordinating every part of the Schools of Hope 
tutoring model I see by working together we succeed and with that success teachers can focus 
on the whole class, volunteers can inspire others, and children can confidently become a better 
future. 
 
Faith Lowry graduated from UW-Madison in 2013 with a BS in community and nonprofit 
leadership. She is passionate about increasing access to organic whole food and believes 
growing a garden provides much more than nourishing foods. 
 

 

Supporting Public Education 
Brenna McLaughlin 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Sauk Trail Elementary School and Northside Elementary School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
I joined Schools of Hope shortly after graduating from college in the spring of 2014. At the time, 
I was looking for an opportunity to stay in Madison while I took some time off before going to 
graduate school. The Schools of Hope Project seemed like a wonderful opportunity to gain work 
experience in a community I loved while supporting an invaluable societal institution—public 
education. Throughout my college years, there appeared to me a sharp decline in support for 
education in Wisconsin. Teachers’ collective bargaining rights had been terminated, school 
district and higher education budgets were disproportionately slashed, and the profession of 
teaching itself was suffering from national attitudes of disrespect and debasement. As someone 
who attended public schools, these trends deeply troubled me and I wanted to spend the short 
time I had before graduate school doing something to help support teachers. 
 
What I have loved most about working as a tutor coordinator through Schools of Hope is that it 
gave me the opportunity to support lifelong educators and the students they teach. Even though 
I do not plan on having a career in education, my experience with this project has nevertheless 
given me a more concrete perspective both on how hard it is to be an educator and how 
important it is. I have been truly impressed by the teachers and support staff in my schools and 
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the challenges that they must overcome in an urban school district. Through trainings and 
professional development opportunities, my team was able to have conversations with 
educators about the role that race and socioeconomics play in school districts and what unique 
challenges Madison faces. I have learned a tremendous amount this year and developed 
professional skills that I hope will help me in the future. Even though my time spent in Schools 
of Hope was fleeting, I am happy that I took a year off to work with the Project. I have met many 
passionate people, both in my schools and my Schools of Hope team. I will never cease to be 
impressed by how hardworking and dedicated these people are and feel very fortunate to have 
met them. While the year of service went by fast, I know I will be able to carry with me the 
lessons I learned here.  
 
Brenna is a 2014 graduate of the University of Wisconsin. She is currently serving her first year 
as a tutor coordinator for the Schools of Hope Project at Northside and Sauk Trail Elementary. 
After her service, she will attend the University of Wisconsin Law School.  
 

 

My AmeriCorps Experience 
Samantha Meilenner 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Lapham Elementary School and Marquette Elementary School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
I am very grateful for the knowledge and experience I have gained during my term of service so 
far with Schools of Hope. I have had the wonderful opportunity to make new friendships with my 
other team members. I know these friendships will be long lasting well after I am done with my 
term. I am thrilled to have met such like-minded people who enjoy helping others. I also am 
happy with the relationship I have made with one of the first grade students I tutor at Lapham. 
Every Wednesday we get together and work on literacy worksheets and read a book. His 
reading skills have been improving which is great to see. He also gets really excited to work with 
me and calls me his “friend.” I’m looking forward to seeing how his reading continues to improve 
over the next coming months. I also tutor a fifth grade student at Marquette. She also has 
improved her reading skills and loves to read books to me out loud. She is very good at using 
expression in her voice with different characters. Currently, she is reading “The Big Friendly 
Giant,” by Road Dahl. A valuable skill I have learned by working as a tutor coordinator is to take 
things day by day. I have realized that situations can change very quickly in schools, and you 
can’t expect everything to stay the same each day. Taking things one step at a time and going 
with the flow helps me from not becoming overwhelmed. This will also be a useful skill to utilize 
in any future job. I am pleased that I have all but one tutor request left to fill. My goal is to find 
one more tutor before April. The past six months have flown by, and I am excited and eager to 
see how the next six months pan out. 
 
Samantha greatly enjoys helping others. It has always given her great joy, and she especially 
likes being able to help others succeed or overcome a challenge. 
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Circle of Influence 
Laura Neilson 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Lincoln Elementary School, Franklin Elementary School, and Randall Elementary School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
As I find myself going into the second half of my second year serving with Schools of Hope and 
I take time to reflect on the past year and a half, I am in awe of the range of lives I have been 
able to touch. Students are at the center of our project and I get to see the positive impact that 
tutoring can have on them through my own tutoring, which I really love, but I also expected this 
when I joined SOH. My potential impact extends far beyond the students I tutor and set tutors 
up with, though.  
 
Working with tutors can be more work for teachers in some ways, but since teachers really care 
about the achievement of their students, helping the students also helps their teachers. I try my 
best to work with every teacher’s very different classroom schedule and teaching style to 
minimize additional work for them. I can see that they really appreciate my flexibility and 
willingness to compromise in order to best support their work and their students.  
 
I also work hard to welcome community members to my schools and help them feel successful 
and appreciated. I believe most of the tutors have positive experiences since they keep coming 
back. Just like the students, they benefit from the relationships built. Beyond that, they also get 
an opportunity to learn more about Madison and some of the issues that students here face, 
besides the achievement gap. As they spend more time in the schools and get to know more 
about the students, they may be influenced to get involved in other issues in the Madison 
community like poverty, hunger, and racism.  
 
Finally, my time with Schools of Hope has had a tremendously positive impact on my own life. I 
am grateful for the opportunity to use my Spanish skills when working with bilingual students. I 
have been surrounded by wonderful people, both within SOH as well as in my schools. The 
SOH coordinators are always incredibly supportive and I appreciate the various trainings they 
organize for us, ranging from financial literacy to racism. I didn’t have any major revelations 
about my future path during my service, which would have been great, but I did gain quite a bit 
of confidence in myself. After graduating from college with a degree in psychology and Latin 
American, Caribbean, and Iberian studies, I wasn’t sure that I was prepared for any job; 
however, I have now seen that I can be successful and I am ready to go forward with that 
confidence and continue searching for my place in this crazy world, knowing that I have the 
ongoing support of so many tremendous people that I have been lucky enough to work with for 
the past year and a half.  
 
Laura Neilson is a second year AmeriCorps member with Schools of Hope. She is unsure about 
the future, but is excited to see where life will bring her next.  
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The Nature of Change 
Emily Phillips 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Huegel Elementary School and Chávez Elementary School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
Change happens slowly. As much as we all love “break-through” moments, they are rare. Yet, 
change happens, and sometimes we need the big picture to see that we are really making a 
difference. Six months into my service year, I can now see change in my students and in myself. 
 
Back in October, I met a native Spanish-speaking third grader who desperately needed to 
improve literacy in English. These early sessions were challenging to say the least. He was 
disengaged, put his head down, would not read out loud, and had an overall sullen demeanor. 
We slowly made progress over time, but it is not until I look back six months that I realize how 
far he has come. He opens up to me about things in his life that he is excited about, has begun 
wanting to read, anxiously advocating to be the first one to read with me, and then proudly 
proclaiming to me that he has been reading English books at home to practice. The most 
important thing for this student was confidence in himself, and I’m proud to be one of the adults 
in his life encouraging him; confidence made all the difference in the world to him.  
 
Yet, this is one student’s story, and the need in schools is overwhelming. Recently I reviewed 
the data for my schools, and I realized that there are over two hundred individual students who 
have personally benefitted from Schools of Hope. That is two hundred kids who have gotten 
special, individualized attention, giving them the opportunity to gain confidence in academics 
and in life. The number of students that my Schools of Hope tutors have touched is even larger, 
due to my tutors going above and beyond their volunteer description-demonstrating science 
experiments for kids and volunteering during community days at my schools. Six months later I 
am seeing even more from my tutors. Several are volunteering more time than they did several 
months ago, and they are creating relationships with not only the kids they tutor but others in the 
classrooms that they serve.  
 
I have seen a large change in myself as well. I am learning more about my community every 
day. I have learned about issues of racism, poverty, and barriers to prosperity and education 
that I will take with me for the rest of my life. As a member of the AmeriCorps team working on 
the Schools of Hope Project, I am grateful for the opportunity to serve a community that has 
given me so much. I can’t think of a better way to be spending this year than in schools, helping 
children grow.  
 
Emily graduated from UW-Madison in May 2014 and is currently serving on the Schools of Hope 
Project as a tutor coordinator at Chávez Elementary and Huegel Elementary schools. Next year, 
she will begin medical school at the Medical College of Wisconsin-Milwaukee.  
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“Gap Year” of Service Leading to Career Changes 
Olivia Ann Pies 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Midvale Elementary School and Shorewood Elementary School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
I decided to apply for AmeriCorps after not getting into graduate school right after finishing my 
undergraduate education. I thought I would serve in my “gap year” before going back to school. 
I had no idea that my time in AmeriCorps would question what I saw myself doing professionally 
and ultimately change my career path. 
 
As a Spanish speaker, I tried to get placed at an elementary school with a Dual Language 
Immersion (DLI) program. In this program, students start out with receiving instruction only in 
Spanish in kindergarten, then gradually moving up to a 50/50 split by fifth grade. This way, all 
children finish elementary school being fluent in both English and Spanish.  
 
I was impressed and inspired by the DLI program and its teachers. There is an excellent mix of 
native Spanish speaking teachers who grew up in Madison, and international teachers from 
Spain, Mexico, and Peru, as well as white and African American teachers who grew up 
speaking English. I really loved supporting students in such an inclusive environment.  
 
One of the successes of the DLI program is that it allows the native Spanish-speaking children 
to be the experts in the classroom. For many Latino students, this provides them with added 
value that their community does not enjoy in Madison. I have seen many of these students 
blossom and fill with pride as the other kids in the class complement them on their abilities. The 
future looks bright for these students in spite of the odds they face. I see Latino, African 
American, white, and Asian children running around the playground practicing their Spanish, 
and I cannot help but reflect on how teaching them another language at the same pace bridges 
language and cultural gaps, especially with the immigrant children we have from all over the 
world, from Mexico to Bhutan.  
 
DLI says it does not matter if you speak English, Spanish, Hmong, Nepali, or anything else at 
home, because at school we are all going to learn a language by working collaboratively and we 
help anyone at any level of proficiency without judgment. When students feel valued, they enjoy 
school and do their best to thrive. By witnessing and creating all these positive interactions 
between myself, students, and teachers at Midvale, I have decided to take my career path in a 
different direction than I had anticipated. I now know that I want to become a DLI teacher, and 
continue to influence positive growth and change in my students.  
 
In a tabloid, a reporter asked a famous actor why he chose to raise his kids alone, instead of 
having nannies raise them. He responded by saying that we are always told that we should 
make a better world for our children; but he wants to make better children for the world. I do not 
usually take advice from celebrities, but that really made me think. I believe that I too want to 
make better, more culturally and linguistically competent, children for the world. 
 
Olivia Ann Pies graduated in May 2014 from the University of Wisconsin-Madison with a double 
major in international studies and Spanish language & culture. She chose to do AmeriCorps 
because she loves working with kids and because she wanted to give back to the Madison 
community. She did not want to be another student that reaped the best of what Madison has to 
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offer without giving something back to those who have less opportunity to take advantage of 
what was easily accessible to her. 
 

 

The Invisible Investment 
Tom Preti 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Glenn Stephens Elementary School & Henry David Thoreau Elementary School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
Throughout the seven months that I have been serving as an AmeriCorps member with the 
Schools of Hope Project, I have been continually inspired by the boundless warmth and 
enthusiasm shown by the individuals I interact with on a daily basis. As a tutor coordinator in 
two Madison elementary schools I am in a unique position that requires me to regularly interact 
with a wide variety of faculty members, students, and community volunteers. From this 
perspective I have witnessed the incalculable impact of vibrant community engagement on the 
education of our next generation. 
 
When I walked into school in early September, I was a wide-eyed sponge attempting to soak in 
my surroundings and pick up as much as I could to quickly assimilate into both of my sites. I 
knew that picking up where my predecessor left off would hardly be a seamless process as I 
began coordinating schedules for over fifty volunteers between two completely different schools 
with teachers who I had yet not even been acquainted with. As the meetings, emails, and phone 
calls started flowing, however, I gradually became aware of a powerful mechanism invisible to 
me when I first stared at my binder full of names and contact information: the power of 
community. Teacher after teacher, volunteer after volunteer, my understanding of a fascinating 
network of relationships throughout our schools was gradually being fleshed out. 
 
As the months have gone on, I have been increasingly encouraged by the indescribable impact 
of a community’s investment in the education of its youth. From dedicated parents, to motivated 
university students, to enthusiastic retirees, our local communities are buzzing with eagerness 
to become involved. I am both inspired and proud to be a Schools of Hope AmeriCorps member 
serving as a vital link in the chain connecting our communities to our schools. Week after week I 
meet with teachers in need of tutors to come work with their struggling students, and then with 
volunteer applicants ecstatic for the opportunity to pitch in and help out. When the pieces come 
together and I am able to match a struggling student with a concerned member of our 
community, I know that the seeds have been planted not only for a fruitful mentorship today, but 
also for a lifetime of appreciation for literacy and math. And you don’t need my heartfelt analysis 
to see the results – believe it or not, our data on student progression stands firmly in support. At 
the end of the day, I know that many of these critical relationships likely could never have been 
formed without our AmeriCorps Schools of Hope members. 
 
Sure, our state government may have an out-of-whack budget that unfortunately requires 
funding cuts here and there. But in my opinion, as long as this diverse cross section within our 
community continues to strengthen its vivacious engagement with the education of our youth, I 
will have confidence in the success of our next generation in particular, and our greater Madison 
community in general. 
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Tom Preti was born and raised in New York City. He is a May 2014 graduate of the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison (BA Political Science). 
 

 

Unhistoric Acts 
Rebekkah Rubin 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
C.H. Bird Elementary School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
The first day I read with Dorothea, I anxiously walked up to the fourth-grade classroom door, 
opening it slowly. The class was reading diligently and in complete silence. I felt somewhat 
intimidated opening that door, as I always did when entering a classroom for the first time. I did 
not yet feel entirely comfortable working in an elementary school. Before I began to serve as a 
Schools of Hope Tutor Coordinator, the last time I was in an elementary school was when I was 
the one sitting in the brightly-colored chairs and tiny desks. I felt like an outsider. I didn’t have a 
degree in education, I didn’t live in the community I served, and I wasn’t even from Wisconsin. 
 
I approached the teacher and reminded him that I was there to work with Tertius. He scanned 
the room and replied that Tertius was working with someone else at that time. Somewhat 
discouraged, I asked if there was anyone else I could work with, and he led me over to 
Dorothea. 
 
We walked together into the hallway, sat down at a table, and she started to read to me about 
Abraham Lincoln. She was a little anxious at first, uncertain of reading with someone she didn’t 
know; however, we began to talk and she became more comfortable. She told me that she had 
just moved and was struggling to find her way around the school. She was surrounded by 
unfamiliar faces and couldn’t remember the names of her classmates. I understood how 
Dorothea felt. I had lived in Wisconsin for barely a year and I, too, was overwhelmed with the 
abundance of new faces in the school. I told Dorothea where my desk was, and that she should 
say hi if she walked by. 
 
I looked forward to our next tutoring session. We read about glaciers and tropical birds. 
Dorothea would occasionally see me in the hallway as she put away her coat and boots after 
recess. I was always greeted with a bright smile and an enthusiastic wave. As the weeks went 
past, I saw Dorothea’s confidence growing. 
 
These days, when she sees me in the hallway, she bounds up to me to say hello. Sometimes 
she doesn’t wave to me when she is at her locker after recess because she is too busy talking 
to her new friends. We read books about hamsters rescuing families from house fires and dogs 
leading children to safety in blizzards. We talk about our mutual love of animals. She tells me 
about all of her new friends who she plays with at recess and confidently lists off their names. I 
tutor her this afternoon and I am so excited to see what book we will read together next. 
 
Rebekkah Rubin is a native of Ohio and a graduate of Oberlin College. She intends to pursue a 
master’s degree in public history after her term of service. 
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An Opportunity and a First Grader 
Kylee Sekosky  

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project  
Crestwood Elementary School & Allied Drive Learning Center 

2nd U.S. Congressional District  
77th State Assembly District  

26th State Senate District 
 
Being an AmeriCorps member for Schools of Hope is an opportunity. As a graduate with a 
bachelor’s degree in history from the University of Wisconsin-Madison, I had few serious job 
prospects. This was partly because I was unsure of what I wanted to do, but also because the 
job market for people with humanities degrees was and still is limited. I studied history because I 
value people, their stories, and understanding perspectives. Imagine my frustration to learn that 
these values were not integral to most full time entry level positions. Then, I found this 
opportunity to coordinate community members and to tutor elementary students in an effort to 
reduce the achievement gap in the city I love to call home. Being more of a coordinator and 
having limited experience working with children, I assumed I would enjoy the coordinating 
aspect of the job as oppose to the one-on-one work with the students. I’ve never been more 
wrong. My weeks revolve around my students. These children are full of potential, they desire to 
be heard, and they desperately need the support that I and all of my teammates provide. So, not 
only is Schools of Hope an immense opportunity for AmeriCorps members, it’s also an 
immeasurable opportunity to support students. Kara is the first student I began tutoring – a first 
grader with enough personality to capture a room. Having experienced poverty and 
homelessness, she was not at grade level when the year began. Each week we work together 
in math class and later during after school programming on reading. Each time we finish our 
reading during after school, she begs me for more work. In the beginning, she was unable to 
recognize basic sight words and refused to read in front of her peers, now she’s reading closer 
to grade level and is feeling so confident that she practices reading to her after school class. 
She wants to be a teacher when she grows up. Years from now, I’m not sure Kara will 
remember me and the time we worked together, but I will remember Kara. She is only a first 
grader, and yet she has opened my eyes to the very real systemic problems affecting the 
community in which I live, this nation, and the world. She is the reason I want to dedicate my 
time to the service of others. She is the reason I need to be there for the students and to be 
actively supporting their effort to be heard. 
 
Kylee hopes to return to Schools of Hope in Madison, Wisconsin for a second term and 
eventually pursue a career in school counseling; however, she will always be an advocate for 
equity and for those society marginalizes. In the beautiful spoken words of Anis Mojgani, “shake 
the dust.” 
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An Education in Education 
Lynn Weisberg 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Orchard Ridge Elementary School & West Middleton Elementary School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
76th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
I came to AmeriCorps thinking that I was fairly knowledgeable about public education. I 
attended public schools through college and had done some volunteering in schools. I was 
generally aware from following local news of the issues in my home district. But hearing that 
schools are desperate for funding to buy materials, pay staff, upgrade and expand buildings, 
and run programming, is far different than seeing the reality. And hearing about the odds 
against students living in poverty is different than spending six weeks with kids who are living it. 
Teachers see this every day, but for the average person, it’s a huge shock to see the reality of 
an intelligent, friendly, athletic five-year-old kid who can’t participate in the entire day of learning 
because he is too hungry or tired. When you see that in reality, you can only hope that you can 
give him healthy food and a safe place to rest, but you also know how much he’s missing and 
how far behind he will already be when he steps in the door for kindergarten.  
 
As part of the Schools of Hope AmeriCorps team serving in 4K summer school, I had a chance 
to build a relationship with about 10 of these students, and hopefully that extra time with a 
caring adult in a safe learning environment was enough to give them a boost when they start 
kindergarten. Because these kids need all that we can give them – their teachers are already 
giving 200%. I have never been the first in the building or the last one out, no matter what kind 
of weird schedule I’m on. Teachers are here at 7am and 7pm, working hours beyond what they 
are contracted to work or are paid for. The one thing that gives me incredible hope for schools is 
the incredible staff members – they all work so hard and care so much about their students, 
even as school districts are losing public funding and even though they could easily find other 
jobs to do a better job of supporting their own families.  
 
One thing I know for sure – I will never doubt an educator’s commitment to their students, and I 
will always vote to fund public education, wherever I live. Because I know the students need the 
resources, and teachers are giving all that they should and more. And any support for a public 
school is going towards the best cause – trying to give every child a fair chance to learn and 
succeed.  
 
Lynn has always enjoyed working with kids – which previously was mostly through teaching ice 
skating. Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project has opened her eyes to more possibilities of how 
to support children and raise equity, and soon she will be applying to programs for a Masters in 
Social Work. 
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A Room Full of Friends 
Kabnpauj Xiong 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Hawthorne Elementary School and Lindbergh Elementary School 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
As a recent graduate from the University of Wisconsin-Madison, I went into my year of service 
with the Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project not knowing what to expect. What I found was a 
room full of people who were in life stages similar to my own, people who had already had a 
lifetime of professional experience, and people on completely different paths; however, what we 
became was a community. Not only do we rally together to problem solve, celebrate, and rant 
about our jobs, we share stories of our cats, our personal accomplishments, and our families. 
The people that I see every week in the Schools of Hope office are not just my colleagues, they 
are my friends. Without the support from a group of dedicated people who can understand your 
struggles and frustrations, small triumphs and joys, Schools of Hope could not exist. 
 
Kabnpauj Xiong graduated from UW-Madison in 2014 with a BA in English with an emphasis in 
creative writing and an Asian American studies certificate. She is passionate about helping 
companion animals and plans to pursue this career path in the future. 
 

 

The Impact of Being a Tutor Coordinator 
Lorena Zarate 

Schools of Hope AmeriCorps Project 
Leopold Elementary School and Frank Allis Elementary School  

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District 

26th State Senate District 
 
After graduating from UW-Madison in 2013, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to attend graduate school 
right away. Nevertheless, I felt that while I decided what to do regarding my academic career, I 
could do something meaningful in my life. I found out about Schools of Hope through the Centro 
Hispano’s website. The promotion of literacy in the Madison Metropolitan School District drew 
me to be interested in Schools of Hope. What also drew me to the Schools of Hope Project 
were their objectives and mission to boost the academic performance of students of color. This 
rang a bell in my mind. Having personally witnessed the low number of students of color in my 
undergraduate classes made me wonder, what are the reasons that many minority students do 
not attend college? I thought that if I found the roots of these issues I would gain new insight to 
these problems. After much deliberation of whether or not I should apply, I submitted my 
application and waited to hear from the project directors. After being offered the position, I 
decided to accept the position and see what I could learn in a year working in schools in 
Madison. 
 
The experiences and the impact of being a tutor coordinator in the Madison schools has been a 
positive impact in my life. Not only does it feel like I’m giving back to my community, it has 
allowed me to appreciate the efforts of previous teachers who taught me, and those who are 
interested in joining the field of education. People sometimes don’t realize how challenging it 
can be to work with students who are struggling to improve their literacy skills; however, I have 
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learned that it can be immensely gratifying after working with a student to see them grasp a 
previously difficult concept. With the promotion of literacy through the Elementary Learning Kits 
that I distributed, I saw more kids become more interested and eager readers. These students 
have now changed how they view reading, and they now want to be the first person to read out 
loud. By doing the distribution of the kits it felt like I was spreading literacy in the community. 
Through my presence in the schools, I was able to build relationships with students as I aided 
them in improving their literacy skills. Not only was I able to gain insight on what a school day 
looks like on a regular basis, I saw possible causes as to why some children face harder 
obstacles to obtaining a higher education. It has been a remarkable year, being able to serve, 
not only the schools in Madison, but also my community. Although I did face some obstacles 
while I served through Schools of Hope, I was extremely lucky and fortunate to be a part of a 
great team that not only supports its members but also a team that attempts to make a positive 
impact in the Madison Metropolitan School District and those around it. 
 
Lorena Zarate graduated from UW-Madison in May 2013. She is currently serving her year on 
the Schools of Hope Project as a tutor coordinator. She is thinking about attending grad school 
sometime in future.  
 
  



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire 
Early Childhood Literacy Intervention 
Program, Services and Evaluation  

 
Early Childhood Literacy Intervention Program, Services and Evaluation (ECLIPSE) provides 

intervention in the areas of language, literacy, social interaction, and initiative skills to 3 to 5 

year old children who are at-risk, and/or from families with low- income. ECLIPSE members 

provide children who have been identified through screening with intense one to one 

intervention sessions during the school year through partnerships with Head Start programs 

and other child care programs serving at-risk populations. Sessions include opportunities for 

one to one and small group reading and a literacy rich environment to allow children the 

opportunity for exploration with supportive corps members. Members also provide additional 

support to the classroom teachers during regular class to improve the teacher child ratio at 

the centers. 
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It’s All about the Kids 
Aaron Aasmundrud 

UW-Eau Claire ECLIPSE AmeriCorps 
Prairie Ridge ECASD 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
Serving others is a wonderful thing and I really do enjoy doing it. All through my life, my parents 
and I would help out many community organizations and volunteered anywhere we could, such 
as the church, Feed My Starving Children, Community Club, and Habitat for Humanity to name 
a few. When I was younger and growing up, I always had a passion with helping/playing with 
kids, so when I heard about ECLIPSE coming into college, I had to join. I am now doing 
ECLIPSE for my second year now.  
  
Looking back when I first was in ECLIPSE two years ago and comparing it to now. There has 
been a big change in how we work with the children. In my first year, we were in teams and 
each had our own partner child that we worked with one-on-one and in groups separate from 
their classroom. This year, we are more enmeshed in the classroom with our children and work 
with them in class. One thing that hasn’t changed is the children. The children I work with still 
need that extra one-on-one attention and help. My two children I have this year are progressing 
well even if I don’t get to work with them one-on-one all the time. My favorite thing to do with 
them is to have them write their name because they always want me to go away, so they can 
surprise me. It feels good that I was able to make such a bond with them that they will listen (for 
the most part) and enjoy sitting down and working on areas where they need an extra push. An 
example is one of my children last semester did not have any grasp on rhyming what so ever. 
Now, halfway through spring semester, he is starting to understand the concept of rhyming and 
has improved greatly in just a few short months. My other child I try to sit with at lunch as much 
as I can, because he leaves the classroom to work with other children. Even though I have not 
been able to work with him as much as I want to, I have seen huge improvement in his 
language speaking. Last semester, he would never try to speak and would make sounds. This 
semester he is asking me for extra food or to play and it makes me happy to see that he is using 
words.  
  
Serving others is really who I am. I really care about other people and don’t like to see someone 
struggling in life when I have it pretty good. I think this is the reason why my family and I are 
always helping out other people and giving what we can. Working with ECLIPSE is just one 
more service that I can put back into helping out; it is also my passion in working with kids. 
 
Aaron is a junior in college with a major in kinesiology. He will be applying to graduate schools 
next year for physical therapy and eventually hopes to become a pediatric PT. 
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One New Letter 
Malory Arnold 

ECLIPSE 
Altoona Early Education Center, Altoona 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
I’ve spent the last few months working with children and it has been a huge life changing 
experience for me. At first I had no idea how to interact or teach children that were only four or 
five. Yet as the year progressed I have found that they are the most enjoyable kids to interact 
with and they teach me more than I teach them.  
 
When I was assigned a specific child to work with that needed extra help I thought it would be 
easy, but became more of a challenge. When it came to Aria’s letter recognition she knew not a 
single letter. We would spend an hour every other day tracing letters and saying them out loud, 
yet no progress seemed to be made.  
 
So I decided to set smaller goals for me and Aria. We started working on the first five letters of 
the alphabet plus the letters in her name. As the weeks went on, I noticed the struggle in her 
eyes fading as she happened to recall every letter with ease. From here we started adding new 
letters and working on recognizing them throughout the day in words around the classroom. 
Now she is currently on her 9th letter of the alphabet and today while I was at site she said 
something to me that will stick with me forever. Aria said, “Thank you for teaching me the letters 
in the alphabet, I told my mommy and she was so proud of me.” It was this remark that nearly 
brought me to tears as I heard her say this with so much happiness in her voice. 
It is this small story that keeps me motivated in my pursuit to better children’s lives. I will 
continue to serve with ECLIPSE and work towards helping other children that may need extra 
support. 
 
Malory is a sophomore at UW-Eau Claire, majoring in human resources and business 
management. Malory is very close to her family, enjoys spending most of her time outdoors 
having fun like most kids, and has a passion for children. 
 

 

All the Small Things 
Samantha Barr 

ECLIPSE 
Prairie Ridge 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
One of my favorite things about working with children is hearing the silly, crazy stories and 
thoughts that come from kid’s imaginations. My three partner children all say things that I take to 
be funny because they don’t know as much as me. The other day, for instance, I was wearing a 
pair of plain jeans that had a couple of bleach streaks along the top of each leg. My partner child 
was concerned and asked me if a cat had scratched my pants; he said they looked hurt. There 
were no rips in the jeans, just the streaks, but he saw them and must have thought because his 
pants didn’t have bleach streaks that something had happened to mine. The little things that 
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kids say and think make me excited to go to work each day and help teach children while 
learning something new myself.  
 
Samantha is currently a senior at the University of Wisconsin–Eau Claire studying actuarial 
science. Samantha has been a member the ECLIPSE program since the fall of 2014. Samantha 
enjoys working with children and hopes to continue working with them in the future.  
 

 

What Makes Us Today! 
Ari Basurto-Olsen 

ECLIPSE 
Truax 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
To build on thyself is to not look upon myself.  
But rather to those around yourself. 
Together shall we pursue, to conquer, to achieve. 
The written word for which we perceive. 
 
Love and cheer come to find our friends. 
Do not let disgruntlement lay in your eye lens. 
Rather understanding and comfort make way to those. 
Who finds distress, but finds the key and close. 
 
Enlightenment you all bring onto us. 
We wait beside your bus. 
To help teach and play. 
Throughout our fun filled day. 
 
Work time and playfulness find our way. 
Lunch and snack time is also added to our day. 
Color and paint may find our sheet. 
To create a masterpiece, we need did not cheat. 
 
Blocks placed into a creative mind. 
Architects find kind. 
Creativity of the mind is endless for all. 
No one knows what someone will call. 
 
Story times comes and woo. 
I am always up for surprises for what we may do. 
Help may need to find your lace.  
I am always happy to see your face. 
 
Not one but together can we build and stern. 
The imagination and creativity for which we learn. 
It’s what each day the lesson we can lay. 
It’s what they are makeup of us today. 
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I continue to learn more each day I come to site to work with the children. I am so excited to see 
the growth in their improvement such as writing their names. Interest in books has improved to 
where the children want to read to me sometimes. I have learned more about how to deal with 
situations, disagreements for example, and how I can influence the children to use their words. I 
have also learned more about my team and how they have helped me improve and strive 
towards goals to work with the children – that we may learn more with the help of others and to 
learn more about your own self.  
 
Ari is a second year student at UWEC with an education major.  
 

 
Jessi Case 
ECLIPSE 

UWEC Children’s Nature Academy 
U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
  
I joined ECLIPSE hoping for a job opportunity in the field that I am studying to enhance my 
credentials and resume. As I have gone through my service through AmeriCorps I have learned 
that my experience is much more than just a job.  
  
When I first started the ECLIPSE program, I was nervous and it took me a bit of time to get used 
to the environment I was in. I was partnered with students to work with them on their readiness 
outcomes for kindergarten.  
 
Throughout the year I have bonded immensely with my ECLIPSE team as well as the students 
and teachers at my site. The students at my site look up to me while I’m there and count on me 
more than I ever would have imagined. I work together with other students in the ECLIPSE 
program not paired with me so that I can report back to my team and give them important 
knowledge on their partner child.  
 
One experience, in general, has impacted me the greatest during my service with AmeriCorps. 
In the beginning of the year I was paired with a student I barely knew. I had very little time 
during my assistance time to work with my partner child and build the bond that would help in 
working with her. I ate lunch with my partner child twice a week and sat next to her and tried to 
build a bond getting to know her.  
 
Starting the second half of my term, I had a lot more time to work with my partner child. We 
worked on many outcomes throughout our day together, playing in center time, outside, and 
eating lunch. I never realized how much the lunch we had during the first semester impacted our 
relationship together. She clung to me, looked up to me, and needed me. She looked up to me 
to help her get ready for the playground, supporting her during center time, and sitting talking 
with her at lunch. My experience with her gave me the ability to see how important I am to not 
only her, but to all students.  
 
I impacted my partner child without even realizing it. Throughout the semester she learned to 
zip her jacket, form patterns, rhyme words, write all the letters in the alphabet, and play 
cooperatively with her friends. After every achievement we celebrated together, which motivated 
her to keep going and to keep learning. In the beginning of the year I could have never 
understood just how much I impact every child I encounter. This experience has given me 
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knowledge in order to grow as a teacher and educator. My experience with ECLIPSE and 
AmeriCorps has given me room to grow and learn expand my knowledge about children that I 
will use for the rest of my life.  
 
Jessi Case is a junior at UWEC currently studying elementary education with a minor in 
mathematics. Jessi hopes to someday have a classroom of her own teaching children 
preferably 1-3rd grade.  
 

 
Melanie Daas 

ECLIPSE 
U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
As just one little person 
behind one little desk 
inside one little office space, 
it often won’t seem like you reach very far. 
 
But through one little flyer 
that makes one little call 
that prompts one little visit, 
you reach so much further than you think you are. 
 
It could be a floor 
or it could be a cage 
or it could be a lake 
that you’re having them clean, 
 
but with patience,  
or kindness, 
or a small simple “thank you” 
you show them what service like this really means. 
 
It’s not about glamour 
and not about fame 
and not about you 
or a pat on the back. 
 
It’s all about giving 
and loving 
and helping, 
and sometimes that’s better than any old plaque. 
 
So as long as I preach that 
to everyone 
and anyone 
I’m doing my job, and that’s fine. 
 
But as Volunteer Coordinator, 
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Corps member, 
and leader, 
that’s just my bottom line. 
 
Melanie Daas is a sophomore Public Relations student at UW-Eau Claire. She enjoys singing 
with the all-female a cappella group Callisto, serving as a writing assistant with the Center for 
Writing Excellence, and relaxing with friends. 
 

 

An Unexpected Impact 
Briana Edwards 

ECLIPSE 
Eau Claire Family Literacy 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
I have had a few different jobs throughout my life—babysitter, waitress, ride operator at an 
amusement park, and daycare worker, but none of these jobs have impacted me quite as much 
as this opportunity has. When I walked into my classroom on the very first day, I had a certain 
expectation. I expected to become a part of my partner children’s learning experiences and 
positively impact their literacy knowledge throughout the year I would spend with them. What I 
didn’t expect was for them to have such an amazing impact on me. Every day is a memorable 
one when I get to watch them grow and develop into their own people with their own dreams 
and outlooks on life. They help me see life from a new perspective. To them, absolutely 
everything is new and exciting. Their happy-go-lucky vibes are enough to let me forget about 
any stressful thing that may be going on in my life and just appreciate life in the simplest ways. I 
have always heard the saying “a child’s mind is like a sponge,” but I never realized how 
accurate it really is. These children have only been in my life for about six months now, but their 
knowledge has grown exponentially from when we first met. Literacy is one of the coolest things 
to see them learn because once you can read, you can begin to learn and understand the world 
around you. It is also fun to help them develop social relations and interaction skills; not only 
their relationship with me as an impactful adult in their life, but their relationships and 
interactions with other children as well. I plan to remain an ECLIPSE member throughout the 
rest of my college career, and I wish I had become a part of this wonderful program as a 
freshman.  
 
Briana is 20 years old and is a first year AmeriCorps member. Briana is a junior at the University 
of Wisconsin–Eau Claire with a major in environmental public health and a minor in biology. 
Briana enjoys the outdoors, working with children, and hopes to be able to combine these 
passions in a career someday. 
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Reflection 
Josey Fudally 

UW- Eau Claire ECLIPSE AmeriCorps 
Truax Head Start  

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93  

State Senate District 31 
 
To be completely honest, I initially wanted a job for some extra money and something to add to 
my resume, but this experience is so much more than a paycheck. I have been introduced to 
early childhood education, and even though I’m not pursing a degree in that exact area, I have 
become very interested in working with children in the future because of this position. Working 
with kids is not only fun and exciting, but it’s fulfilling. Knowing that you’re making a positive 
impact on a child’s life is such a wonderful feeling. Whether it’s guiding them as they write their 
name in the corner of a piece of artwork or counting the numbers in the coconut tree, you know 
that you’re helping them prepare for a brighter future. Encouraging positive behaviors and aiding 
them as they learn new skills is so important. Because there are so many children and few 
teachers in comparison, having an ECLIPSE member or two in the classroom is a great way to 
enhance the environment. Kids get a chance to work individually with someone and build a 
positive relationship with them as they learn. Overall, I am so happy and grateful to be a part of 
this program and I’m very excited to continue this in the future.  
 
Josey Fudally is a first year student at UWEC and is currently majoring in psychology. 
 

 

Inspiration 
Daniel Gengenbach  

ECLIPSE 
Truax Head Start  

U.S. Congressional District 3  
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
During my first semester in ECLIPSE I felt that I struggled to make an impact with the children I 
was working with. I not only wanted to make an impression on the children I was working with, 
but I also wanted to impact the lives on the others as well. After spending time with the children 
and building stronger bonds with them, I feel better about going to work. Now when I enter the 
room I see multiple faces light up with tremendous joy as a few of the children tell me what they 
want me to play with them that day or they drag me to the books and ask me to read to them. 
This is one of the best feelings I have ever experienced and it excites me to know that I can help 
inspire children to actually want to learn and to read and write. In the beginning I could never get 
them to write with me and now they will pull me to the writing station and join me in exploring 
new words. After writing their name, I am asked how my name is spelt. Then I am given the 
piece of paper and told that I can keep it forever, which is a feeling that I wouldn’t trade anything 
for. These children have inspired me to explore myself and experience new things and I can 
only hope that I inspire them to do the same. 
 
Daniel Gengenbach is a freshman at UW-Eau Claire and is majoring in physical education. 
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My Service in AmeriCorps 
Kara Glendenning 

ECLIPSE 
Prairie Ridge Early Learning Center 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
My service in AmeriCorps has allowed me to gain valuable experience in my field of study. As 
an education major, I am learning a lot about accommodating to student’s needs, setting goals 
for student learning, and planning lessons. One of my partner children this year has a hard time 
sitting down and focusing on his work. It has taken a lot of creativity and patience on my end, in 
order to see progress on his end. Whether it be sitting in a different place in the room, or finding 
new and exciting ways to practice his letters, I find a way to make his work more interesting for 
him. One day in particular really made an impact on me. I was working with my partner child and 
we were playing a game to practice the letters of the alphabet. On this day it seemed as if 
something had just clicked for him. He was getting most of the letters correct, and it made him 
very excited to learn more. Watching his eyes light up as he got the right answers, and seeing 
his passion to learn grow was really inspiring. It made me realize how important the work I am 
doing is, even on the days when he is struggling. Progress takes time and every day that I 
spend working with my partner children gets them closer and closer to achieving their goals. 
That day also reminded me of why I decided to choose the career path that I chose. Seeing the 
“ah-ha” moment happen and knowing you helped them get there is very rewarding. As I am 
watching my partner children grow and develop, I am also witnessing my own development as a 
future educator. Each day the children teach me a new lesson, whether it be about conflict 
management, classroom management, or about teaching content. There has not been a day 
that I have left my placement site without a new idea, or changed thought that will help me be 
the best educator that I can be. My goal is to make as much of an impact on the children, as 
they are making on me.  
 
Kara Glendenning and is a sophomore at the University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire. Kara is double 
majoring in elementary education and special education. This is Kara’s second year serving in 
the ECLIPSE program, but her first year as a team leader. 
 

 

Books are Great 
Alaina Gussert 

ECLIPSE 
Eau Claire School District 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
Being an AmeriCorps member for the past two and a half years has been such a pleasure with 
so many great experiences. Spending every day of service with children is such a rewarding 
experience. The best part of everyday spent at the preschool is reading books to the children. 
Not every child has a book at home to read or even someone to read it to them, so this one-on-
one reading time is great. I cherish the time spent reading and feel a sense of joy and 
accomplishment when they jump up after reading a book to grab another one. My most 
memorable experience of reading with one of my partner children is when we continued to read 
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book after book and she did not want to stop. Before she asked me to read to her she picked 
out three books she for me to read. We were lying on the floor on our bellies and read all three 
books without her taking her eyes off them, which was very unusually for this child. When I was 
done with the three books she immediately wanted me to read the three of them again and 
without hesitation I did. She was so excited while reading and was actively involved in the books 
the entire time. After this day of amazing reading time with my partner child, the bond between 
us was much stronger. We were able to improve our relationship and form a stronger bond 
while improving her literacy skills. Books are not only a great way for children to learn but also a 
great tool to connect and form a trusting relationship with children. Book will always play a huge 
in my service in AmeriCorps.  
 
Alaina is a senior nursing student at UW-Eau Claire. Alaina likes to exercise, travel, cook, and 
spend time with friends and family.  
 

 

Annual Member Reflection 
Olivia Hamm 

ECLIPSE 
Altoona 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
As I reflect back on all of my experiences this past year, one of my first thoughts is meeting my 
partner child, and being so scared and worried that I wouldn’t be able to help him. Whenever 
anyone would talk to him or ask him a question, he just made random noises at us, and would 
then smile. He knew how to talk just fine, but either didn’t know what to say back, or just wanted 
us to keep trying to get something out of him. Now, here we are, six months later, and he comes 
up to me nearly every day to tell me something or ask me to play. I can’t even explain the bond 
we’ve formed or how sad I will be when the year is over, and I will no longer get to see him, but I 
am also extremely excited about the progress he has made. When I first started working with 
him, he didn’t know how to write a single letter in his name, but after a lot of hard work, he now 
writes the whole thing by himself. He will also point to each letter, and tell you what it is. This 
has also made a huge impact in my life. I’ve been able to apply skills and knowledge that I’ve 
learned at school in a real life setting, and if it wasn’t for this program, I never would have had 
that opportunity. My partner child still has a long way to go, but I am very happy with all of the 
progress we made this year, and I know it will have lasting effects for both of us. 
 
Olivia Hamm is currently a senior at UW-Eau Claire, majoring in psychology and women’s 
studies. Olivia plans to work with women and children in the future. 
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My First Day 
Hannah Hedberg  

ECLIPSE 
Children’s Nature Academy  

U.S. Congressional District 3  
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
I was feeling a little nervous  
because it was my first day,  
but I stepped into the classroom 
and didn’t turn away.  
 
There were a number of children  
reading books across the floor,  
and one child in the corner 
who wasn’t reading anymore. 
 
When I sat next to this little boy 
he looked at me and shied away,  
but once I smiled and said “Hello!” 
he listened to what I had to say.  
 
“My name is Hannah. What is your name?” 
He answered with a smile, 
and after we introduced ourselves 
he talked to me for a while.  
 
It was only a matter of time 
before we were best buddies,  
and soon we were reading lots of books,  
about monsters, trucks, and puppies. 
 
When the teacher announced  
“It’s time to put the books away” 
we sat on the rug with the rest of the class 
ready to start our day. 
 
We learned about letters and numbers, 
and what words start with B.  
We learned about sounds and syllables 
and thought of words that rhyme with “see.”  
 
We practiced writing letters 
and how to spell his name.  
I wrote down lots of words,  
and he wrote them down the same. 
 
We built a tower out of blocks 
and sorted them by color.  
We even lined them up 
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starting big and getting smaller.  
 
Before I even knew it,  
the day was almost done.  
I couldn’t believe how fast time passes 
when you’re having fun.  
 
And as I said goodbye to the class,  
I looked over to see  
that little boy, no longer shy, 
waving back at me.  
 
It was on my way home that I realized 
the greatest thing of all,  
that when you work with children,  
you’re making an impact- big or small.  
 
Hannah transferred to UWEC this year and is a sophomore majoring in elementary education. 
Hannah is originally from a small town in northern Wisconsin.  
 

 

Blessed 
Kaylin Jensen 

ECLIPSE 
Prairie Ridge 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
I never truly realized how blessed I was until I entered this organization. Growing up, my mom 
stayed at home and my dad worked. Every day was different: playing outside, going to the park 
or to the zoo; I was never bored. I used to look back on my childhood and think that is how all 
kids spent their time; however, working with these kids made me take a second look at my life.  
  
One Monday afternoon, I asked my partner child, “Did you play with your mom this weekend?” 
He responded, “No, with Grandma. Mom was at work.” This did not quite make sense to me, 
because I always viewed the weekends as time to spend with your family. I now realize that 
some parents must work all week and weekend in order to provide for their families. This made 
me see how lucky I was to have my mom home all day and my dad home on the weekends.  
 
I do not take for granted the fact that growing up my childhood was “easier” compared to others. 
I thank my parents all the time for everything they did for me and I thank God for blessing me 
with such an amazing family and for giving me the power to help other children that were not as 
lucky as I.  
 
Kaylin is originally from Wisconsin and is in her first year at UWEC still deciding what her focus 
will be. 
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The Return to ECLIPSE 
Crisbel Jimenez 

UW-Eau Claire ECLIPSE AmeriCorps 
U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
As a junior in college and majoring in international business, my goal now is gaining experience 
in a business related field. To pursue my goal, I studied abroad in Australia the first semester of 
this year. As I was miles away from my home country, I kept in contact with the people that have 
made a difference in my life; this includes Donna Lehmkuhl, my supervisor at ECLIPSE. One 
day, she proposed to me that when I came back from the land down under to return to the 
program and join a new team. I was hesitant at first, since it interfered with my career goals and 
also my new semester was going to be stressful; however, I had been in ECLIPSE for two years 
already, and to be honest, I did not only miss being part of it, but I was disappointed that I was 
missing wonderful new experiences and the rewards that this program has given me. 
 
This is how the story started of Crisbel Jimenez in Family Literacy Team. During my first two 
years in ECLIPSE, I had been part of team Altoona, and I have shared these two years with 
almost the same people. To come in the second part of the school year and with a lot of 
changes made to the program, it required to me to change teams. I was scared of the new 
team, the new site, the new schedule, the new kids, the new procedures, and the new staff I 
had to work with. I had many sleepless nights trying to figure out how I was going to make 
everything work. I came back from Australia in mid-November and decided to spend my 
holidays with my family; however, on New Year’s Day, I moved back to Eau Claire and started 
my “new” position. I had three weeks before college classes started and I met my team. I 
decided to start early to make up for the hours that I should have done the semester before; but 
most importantly, I started earlier because I wanted to get to know the children, the teachers, 
and of course the new site. I worked hard during three weeks, doing up to 8.5 hours a day for 
four days and sometimes even 5 hours on Fridays. Although it was a lot of work and I came 
home exhausted, it was all worthy. The teachers at the Family Literacy Center were always 
appreciating my work and were available to help me in anything I could need. Since I didn’t 
know who my partner child was going to be, I got to know each and all of the kids and work with 
them one-on-one. I’m sure I made improvements in every single one of them. Lastly, I adapted 
to the ways things were done at this site and set up a routine for my duties.  
 
After these three intense weeks, it was time to meet my team. I had the chance to meet some of 
them during these weeks, but I have had opportunities like training, team meetings, and team 
bonding activities to meet them all and get to know them better. After seven weeks since school 
started, I’m still in the process to meet my teammates and possibly create friendships and be 
able to work better together to make a big impact to the new site that I now call home. 
 
Crisbel Jimenez is 20 years old and is a junior studying international business at UWEC.  
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New Experiences 
KaBao Xiong 

UW-Eau Claire ECLIPSE AmeriCorps 
Truax Head Start – Eau Claire 

US Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
 
My first semester working with ECLIPSE at Truax has been a great experience. Even though I 
started working with ECLIPSE a semester after my teammates, they welcomed me right away 
and made sure that I knew what I was supposed to be doing for ECLIPSE and at Truax. I’m glad 
I started this experience with them there to help guide me. With that being said, I’m glad to have 
been assigned to Truax. It’s a smaller Head Start compared to other Head Starts that I have 
been to, but I really enjoy the sizes of the classes. I especially love the small class sizes 
because you have a better chance of getting to know each and every one of the students and 
are able to work with them one-on-one as well. The environment at Truax is such a positive one 
that I can really tell the students enjoy being there. The teachers there set a great example to 
the ECLIPSE students of how to interact with children of that age. The teacher-student 
relationships are great and you can really tell that the teachers there care about every single 
one of their students and they don’t leave anyone out. That is the kind of environment that I like 
and I feel as though that kind of environment is best for any child to grow and learn to their full 
potential. Being a part of ECLIPSE has made such a positive impact in my life and I am so 
grateful for the people I’ve met and the experiences I have gained so far.  
 
KaBao Xiong is a sophomore at the University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire. She is currently 
majoring in early childhood special education. She wishes to make an impact on someone’s life 
one day.  
 

 

Their First 
Pang Yong Khang 

ECLIPSE 
Prairie Ridge Early Learning 
U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
Their first learning 
Reading  
Writing  
Drawing 
 
Their first scribbles 
Wavy lines 
Straight lines 
Curly lines 
 
Their first words 
Run-ons 
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Sentences 
Paragraphs 
 
Their first smile  
From their first learning 
From their first scribbles 
From their first words 
 
Pang Yong Khang joined ECLIPSE in November of 2014 and is a fourth-year student majoring 
in business management at UW-Eau Claire.  
 

 

Member Reflection: A Little Goes a Long Way 
Ashley Kroll 
ECLIPSE 

Prairie Ridge 
U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
In the beginning of the year, my partner child was pointed out as the most misbehaved, 
unwilling one in the classroom. He was the one causing trouble and never listening to what he 
was asked to do. While his social skills and communication were at the same level as most of 
his peers, he lacked control and determination to focus and learn. He couldn’t stay on task and 
would choose not to participate. Many times he would say aloud “I’m stupid!” and “I can’t do 
this!” Together, his teacher and I worked on ways to make learning fun for him through games 
and song, and now when I walk into the classroom I’m greeted with a hug and I’m eagerly asked 
if I’ll help him write his name. Since October, I’ve noticed a huge change in his behavior and 
skills once I was able to give him the extra attention he needed. The fact he actually wants to 
work and will stay still and focused long enough to get it right is exciting. The negative phrases 
are decreasing in frequency and he has made positive gains in his behavior as well. There’s 
nothing more rewarding than being a teacher because it made me realize just how far a few 
hours a week can make an impact on one child! 
 
Ashley Kroll is a freshman at UW-Eau Claire seeking an elementary education major and 
Spanish minor. Ashley’s older sister is a junior at Milwaukee School of Engineering, and her 
younger sister will also attend UW-Eau Claire next year. In the summers Ashley enjoys 
nannying and coaching swimming. Ashley has also participated in five out of state, week long 
mission trips.   
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Caterpillars and Butterflies 
Jennifer Krueger 

ECLIPSE 
Altoona 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
Over the past three years I’ve seen kids come and go. Some children move away while others 
come for several years in the forms of siblings and relatives. Each year I’ve worked with a 
partner child, and have watched them grow up and leave. This year is no different; my partner is 
not the same person he was at the beginning of the year. He has grown out of his tiny cocoon 
into a beautiful social butterfly, but he’s not the only one.  
 
While working at a parent meeting I came across another little caterpillar named Jessie. I saw 
Jessie and her family and remembered them from my first year in the program. Jessie is seven 
now, she was only four when I started. Caterpillar Jessie was quiet, timid, and struggled to 
speak her mind in the presence of other caterpillars. It took months before Jessie was able to 
talk casually with her partner, Sabrina. Singing and dancing was a normal part of the routine 
back then, and it was singing and dancing that helped little Jessie break loose of her shell. By 
mid spring Jessie was just as social as all the other caterpillars, but it was not until that night at 
the parent program I realized what a beautiful butterfly she had become.  
 
Jessie was so intelligent, sharing with me all the new things she was learning in school. Not for 
even a minute was she shy, a smile always covered her face. When I asked her if she 
remembered us back in the little brown school, her face brightened and she shared her 
memories. Oh, how I had wished Sabrina had been there along with me to see the new 
butterfly. There is no greater feeling than knowing that a little caterpillar we worked with is 
showing her true colors and has no fear of flying.  
 
Jennifer Krueger enjoys reading, being outdoors, and being around animals. Jennifer also finds 
happiness in travel, family, and friends. Jennifer is studying psychology and hopes to one day 
make an impact on children and families in need. 
 

 

Midterm reflection 
Genaro Leal 

ECLIPSE 
Altoona 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
I strongly believe that I’ve been able to help the school by using my bilingual skills making 
Hispanic kids and families feel more comfortable when they go to the school. For a while I was 
trying to get Amanda (my partner child) to talk. We tried everything, but Amanda won’t talk to 
me. Amanda is a very smart kid, and I feel like she knew I was doing my best to get her to talk; 
therefore, she refused to talk or used her body language. It was very frustrating for me, but as 
soon as I stopped trying so hard she opened up all by herself, and she says full sentences now. 
I am very happy for her because now (for the most part) she responds to me in English or 
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Spanish and it makes me feel like all this effort paid off. Also, it thought me a valuable lesson 
about kids, “they will try their best to challenge you sometimes,” but you have to find the right 
approach/timing/momentum and in this case it just worked on its own. I am more connected with 
her family too, and they feel good that a bilingual person worked with their daughter. 
 
I feel very happy that I’m able to serve this community with my skills. I came from a third world 
country, so I know it all too well how it is to struggle with money. I am very grateful to be around 
kids because I feel like that could’ve been me. It is very fascinating when I see Hispanic kids 
improving their English skills and becoming more socially confident, I feel like that language 
should not be a problem for a kid no matter where the kid comes from. It also makes me happy 
to see such a diverse group among our school, because I feel like that helps the kids know that 
we are all different, and it is ok to be different.  
 

 

An Unexpected Opportunity 
Leydi Lopez Rosales 

UW- Eau Claire ECLIPSE AmeriCorps  
Family Literacy 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
When I started ECLIPSE I had no idea how much of an impact it would have on me. I have had 
jobs with kids before but this has been a totally different experience. This whole year I have 
been involved in the learning process of a child and that is a beautiful thought. I don’t know how 
I have impacted these children, if at all, but I know that they have impacted me so much more 
than I thought they would. It has been so rewarding to learn with my partner children. Every one 
of their accomplishments has made be smile and I feel as though they are my 
accomplishments, too. 
 
My partner children do not like to read books. Halfway through the year I finally got one of my 
partner children to read. It felt great to sit down with him and read a book. This victory was short 
lived; we only read one book, but it was one of the times where I knew that I was making an 
impact on him. My second partner child still has not read with me, although I have seen him 
reading with the teacher during work time. It was so great to see him with a book 
 
All these small victories have been celebrated by me and my team. I think that my team has 
been a big help throughout this whole process. If I ever had a question I would not hesitate to 
ask someone about it because everyone was so willing to help. I feel so lucky that I got to spend 
so much time with them. Our group meetings were always fun and no part of this position ever 
felt like work. It was a great way to relieve stress after a long day because it is impossible to not 
have fun and smile when in a room full of cute smiling faces.  
 
Being a part of the education of these children has been one of the best experiences this year. I 
have gotten an opportunity to connect with them in so many ways. I am glad that I got the 
chance to a part of this program.  
 
Leydi Lopez has a passion for books and would read all the time if possible. Leydi is a 
psychology major and a Spanish minor.  
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One School Year 
Emily Lukens 

ECLIPSE 
Truax Head Start 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
One School Year. 
 
That’s how long the opportunity was for. 
 
It would fit with my class schedule and I already had a few friends doing it. Just play with kids for 
a few hours a week? I could do that. I needed a job and this was an easy way to have 
something similar. It was with this mindset that I entered my first term with ECLIPSE, and 
looking back now, I had no idea what I was getting myself into; I was unaware of things that I 
didn’t even know I was unaware of. I didn’t know that I would build a relationship with a child so 
strong that when I think about having to leave her at the end of the school year, it would 
physically hurt my heart. I did not know that I would form friendships within a team of individuals 
that will last a lifetime. I did not know that I would learn skills and gain knowledge that I will be 
using in my career and life as I go forth. I was not aware that I would be exposed to so many 
situations that I had never encountered before; so many things I did not experience in the 
upper-middle class suburb from which I came from. These things that I entered my term so 
oblivious to were just a small handful of the things that my term with ECLIPSE has taught me. I 
was affected by my experiences with ECLIPSE in more ways than I could count. I know that the 
things I have learned don’t end here, and I will be realizing things ECLIPSE has taught me for 
years to come. 
 
One School Year.  
 
That’s how long it took ECLIPSE to change my life. 
 
Emily is a sophomore at the University of Wisconsin–Eau Claire. She is studying special 
education and hopes to specialize in learning, cognitive, and emotional and behavioral disorders 
with plans to teach in secondary education. In her free time she enjoys singing, playing 
volleyball, and napping.  
 

 

Stepping into a leadership position 
Katherine Macek 

UW-Eau Claire ECLIPSE AmeriCorps 
Family Literacy 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
After completing two years with ECLIPSE, I felt pretty certain coming back to the program would 
be a simple way to finish out my senior year. Coming back as a team leader, however, has 
proven to be something completely different. 
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Leading a group of girls younger than me into a site I haven’t worked with before has been a 
challenge I’ve enjoyed overcoming. Not only have I been able to watch them grow as ECLIPSE 
members with their partner children, but I’ve been able to positively influence the choices they 
make as they began their college careers. I thought having a team of girls would be an added 
responsibility – and it definitely is – but it’s also a support team for when things aren’t going well 
in my personal or professional life.  
 
At our last team meeting, I had wonderful news to share with my team – not about the team but 
something I was very excited about in my personal life. After going through a bunch of rough 
patches, I had finally figured things out with a guy I’ve been seeing, and my team had been 
there supporting me. To be able to share this information and get so many positive comments 
and responses from girls who, several months ago, barely knew me, was so uplifting.  
 
To be there when they struggle and offer my advice and support is the least I can do for these 
girls. Knowing they have become more than a team, but rather a group of friends, is something I 
feel very proud of. Sure, my team leader skills are still being learned and developed every 
chance I can get, but to have these girls behind me every step of the way has been a reward I 
didn’t know was possible at the start of this year.  
 
Since we have gotten to know each other, our children and our site better, I know I can count on 
them to offer advice on School Readiness Outcome activities in the classroom. Having such a 
positive relationship with this team has led to overall more positive interactions between 
teachers at our sites and even relationships with the children.  
 
Katherine Macek is 21 years old and will be graduating this spring with a degree in journalism 
and a minor in English: creative writing. Katherine’s dream is to use her degree to write 
compelling stories that empower others and highlight the importance of community, 
volunteering, and loving others.  
 

 

The Day I Made a Difference 
Erin McManaway 

ECLIPSE 
Family Literacy Eau Claire 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
The day I spent with a child other than the child I was assigned had to be the day I really knew I 
was making a difference in the classroom I was working in. My normal child in the afternoon 
session at ELCIPSE loved learning. Whether it was reading, writing, counting, or patterns she 
would want to do it and it came fairly easy to her. The one day I was there and she was absent I 
ended up working with a different child, Johnny, who has a much more difficult time learning and 
communicating. This child got frustrated easily and was much more challenging to work with. 
That day working with him changed how I viewed what I was doing in the classroom though. 
  
Johnny became my buddy for the day. I was surprised when he got there for school that day he 
grabbed my hand while we were waiting to wash our hands before getting into the classroom. I 
was surprised since I had never worked with him before, but he seemed calmer when he was 
holding my hand so I went with it. Once we got to circle time it was even more unusual when he 
sat in my lap and was calm and paid attention at group time. Throughout the day he became 
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more and more comfortable with me. When playing with him at work time he was building a 
tower and it was knocked over by another child. Normally he would have cried but he stayed 
calm and asked, “Why did he do that?” I had never heard him speak a word and was taken 
aback by him suddenly opening up. He continued to speak to me every once in a while and I 
later asked a teacher if this was normal. She said that it really wasn’t normal for him to say 
anything beyond yes or no and other simple phrases like that. That day was the calmest Johnny 
had ever been at school and the best behaved he had ever been too. 
 
That moment when I knew that I had gotten him to open up to me and be relaxed in the 
environment was when I knew I had made a difference for that child. I knew what I was doing in 
the classroom really mattered to the kids. I had always known that the teachers appreciated all 
of my help and the help of my team members but I knew then, that the kids really cared that I 
was there. The kids always mattered to me but now I know that I matter to the kids too. 
 
Erin McManaway is a freshman at UW-Eau Claire and originally hail froms the small town of 
Whitewater, Wisconsin. Erin is double majoring in organizational communications and Spanish. 
 

 

My Experience  
Allie Palchik 

ECLIPSE 
Prairie Ridge 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
Through ECLIPSE I feel like I made a big impact on my partner children’s lives because I have 
contributed my time spending one-on-one time helping them with their literacy skills. Each child 
was struggling at the beginning of the year with simple things like writing their names. Working 
with them, they are now able to write out their first names and they are able to identify the letters 
in their names. Also, I have noticed that they are improving on their knowledge of the alphabet, 
rhyming words and being able to recognize simple words when reading short stories. The 
amount of improvement that each of my partner children have made, shows how important my 
role in helping them is. 
 
Allie Palchik is a freshman at UW-Eau Claire and is currently undecided on a major, but is 
leaning towards social work.  
 

 

Annual Member Reflection 
Pamela Xiong 

ECLIPSE 
Altoona Head Start 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
I’ve always enjoyed being in the presence of children and loving the fact that I’m helping to 
enrich the lives of children. Being in this program has just been amazing and I absolutely would 
never regret the decision to be a part of such a wonderful experience. Especially since I’m 
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helping to grow a child’s urge to learn and embrace the joys of what education is and does. 
Jonas, my partner child, has been a delight to work with. Not only has he dramatically improved 
with his writing skills in such a small amount of time, but he’s extremely bright and eager to 
learn. In the beginning stages of working with him he really struggled with writing his whole 
name and didn’t know any the letters in his name. Initially at first I thought it was going to be 
quite difficult to help guide him, but he proved me wrong. He quickly caught on with what to do 
and did it correctly. As I worked with him more and more I saw that he very intelligent and 
listened to instructions very well. I really do think or hope that my service at my site was 
impactful to the children, because I pour out my heart and soul when working with these 
children. I know what they’ve gone through and what they struggle with, and it’s a battle, 
especially at such a young age. But I just really want to be that someone that won’t bring them 
any sadness or anger, I want to be that someone who lights up their day. If not, well that’s quite 
alright, because their smiles bring joy to my day...it’s a stress reliever for me when I see them 
happy. You can say that Jonas and I have a great bond, it’s kind of like I gained a new younger 
brother. Mind you, I have two younger sisters and five new younger step-sisters!  
 
Besides having a ton of sisters, Pamela Xiong is originally from White Bear Lake, MN and 
absolutely loves reading and writing romance stories. Pamela may be described as quite at first 
glance, but is much more complex than that. 
 

 

The Bright Blue Shirt 
Pang Xiong 

UW-Eau Claire ECLIPSE AmeriCorps 
Truax Head Start 

US Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
The person in the bright blue shirt... the child says… 
The look on their eyes as you walk through the classroom… 
Filled with excitement and amusement of what the person with the bright blue shirt brings.. 
For the children who’ve seen what the bright blue shirt people do, 
Knows exactly why they’re here, and for those who are new stares with curiosity… 
Noticing the growth of the child from the beginning of the year,  
who knew that the process was going to be such a moving feeling. 
The child who once spoke very few words, 
Now is the child who has blossomed with many new ideas. 
The child who wept and pouted with complaints screaming “I can’t do it,”  
Now is the child who leaps into the air, screaming “I DID IT” with great joy through reading. 
The child who pointed at the images with no words to describe it, 
Now is the child who explains the images without the encouragement through questions. 
The child who played by themselves, wanting the time and space occupied within, 
Now is the child who asks for peers to play and laugh with bliss through the open air, 
For the child who has flourished from a seedling into a plant, 
Will continue to grow and learn through their curiosity, 
As the child says, the person with the bright blue shirt… 
 
Pang Xiong is a senior at UW-Eau Claire. Growing up Pang always had a passion for working 
with children and youth groups. The experience of serving with ECLIPSE has been a wonderful 
and heart moving process for Pang. The learning growth that Pang got to be part of is 
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empowering to her. Pang hopes to continue working and engaging with students and children 
as she moves forward with her career.  
 

 

My Service Experience 
Emma Pike 
ECLIPSE  

Children’s Nature Academy 
U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
I just hopped off the shuttle to my first day of service. It was October 14th for my first day on site. 
I honestly didn’t know what I would expect. Would I have fun with the kids? Would I be able to 
do the job I needed to do? Would I like my partner children? It all raced through my mind. But 
once I got into that room I knew that everything would be okay. Better than okay, it would be 
great. When I first got to meet my partner children, Hayley and Sydnie, I knew Hayley would be 
easy going. She was very quiet on the first day and I knew that social aspects would be the 
thing we would need to work on. But Sydnie didn’t want to play or work with me at all. She just 
wanted to be around all her other friends and goof off. What I found out later is she really 
needed to work on her literacy skills and following rules. It was a great first semester with them. 
I learned more and more about them every day. Especially with Hayley, by November I was 
very attached. I became a friend in her and she became a friend in me. When she told me that 
she was moving in the middle of December I was worried. Would there be a program like this for 
her to open up? Would she have a hard time making friends? Would there be opportunity to 
learn there like there is here? The questions rattled my brain. Then came the day she was 
leaving. We were playing on the playground and I was asking her about her new school and her 
new house and she started crying. She said “you’re my best friend, I don’t want to leave.” And I 
told her that there will be someone, a teacher, an assistant, a student, that will help her. That is 
definitely something that I have learned during service. That help can come in the simplest of 
ways: through a friend, a colleague, a boss, a teacher. I know that she will be okay because I 
helped her find herself, well at least I think I did. Now that it is a new semester I am trying to 
work more with Sydnie. I definitely see that bond starting between us. I have been trying to get 
her to follow rules more and start to enjoy the values of learning. Things have been getting 
better, but there are a lot of things I do not know. The next couple months are full of great 
opportunities with me and my partner children and I hope that they can be fulfilled. But I’m just 
going to try my best for now. 
 
Emma Pike is a freshman at the University Wisconsin at Eau Claire. Emma is an elementary 
education major with minor in social studies.  
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Looking Forward, Looking Back 
Anneliese Ramin 

ECLIPSE 
Children’s Nature Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
After serving for four consecutive years, I can truly say that each year is as memorable as the 
last. This year has been a little different for me for a few reasons. I am a senior and know that I 
will be leaving soon. This program has been such a big part of my life; I don’t know what I am 
going to do without it. It has helped me grow just as much as I have committed to helping others 
grow, if not more. 
 
It was strange this year because it was the first time I have ever lost my specific partner child 
halfway through. He moved away because his mom found a better job somewhere else. I could 
work with him all day and never get bored. But as they say, when one door closes another door 
opens. Due to his departure I was assigned a new partner child. He is just as sweet and 
enthusiastic. I remember the day I helped him write his name out for the first time. We worked 
on each letter at a time and by the time we had finished his dad was there to pick him up. He 
was so proud showing his dad what he had accomplished, and I was proud for him. 
I do not get to see everyone on my team working directly with their partners, but hearing their 
stories is so hopeful. I think it is great that even though my team only gets together once a 
week, we have built bonds that extend beyond a normal coworker relationship. I can truly say 
that we are a team; we understand and help each other to achieve our common goal of helping 
the kids. 
 
I will always speak highly of ECLIPSE and will never forget what it has done for me in my life. 
With graduation approaching, the skills I have developed over the past four years with this 
program are defining the person that I am today and want to continue to be. Looking back at my 
freshman self I can say I would not be prepared for “the real world” if not for this program. This 
program not only allows volunteers to help the community and the children we serve in, but it 
gives back to those who serve tenfold. 
 
Anneliese Ramin, is a senior at the University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire graduating in May 2015. 
Anneliese is majoring in actuarial science and minoring in French. 
 

 

Children Learn What They Live  
Patti Rupnow 

ECLIPSE 
Altoona 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State District 31 
 
Having this opportunity to work with this unique group of children was a learning experience I 
will never forget. Knowing their home life may not be very resourceful allowed me to bring 
everything I had to the table in order to enable them in developing socially, emotionally, and 
physically. One of the most rewarding aspects of this job was I always learned from them. Being 
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able to sit side by side my partner child and watch him grow while he became prepared for his 
next step in school was extremely heartwarming. His consistency with numbers will be his 
strong suite going into kindergarten; however, over the past year he has achieved identifying the 
letters of his name. But before I could even begin working with my partner child I had to make a 
personal connection. It took some time to build a relationship with him due to the home 
environment and culture he has been brought up in; however, when that day came I was 
thrilled. He became comfortable with me, and relied on me to be there for him throughout the 
day was a great satisfaction for me, knowing we had made a bond. After experiencing this 
situation with my partner child and seeing the other children’s pace and personality, it is 
important to remember that we are all individuals. All children are capable of succeeding. 
Whether it is building relationships, counting, or social skills, it all depends on the learning style, 
pace, and importance of each achievement for the child.  
 
Patti Rupnow is a senior graduating UW-Eau Claire, Wisconsin with a Bachelors of Arts in 
psychology and a minor in Spanish.  
 

 

The Learning Moments 
Tess Schmeling 
Truax Head Start 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
If anyone would ask me what the most impactful experience of my college experience, I would 
say, without a doubt, that it has been what I have learned sitting on the floor of a Head Start 
classroom interacting with children. As an education major, I feel that this real world experience 
has helped me learn who I am as a person, as a student, and who I hope to become as a 
teacher. Every day working with preschoolers challenges me to have an open mind, to learn to 
enjoy the small things, to have an incredible amount of patience, and more than anything, that 
there is always something more to learn. Taking on a new responsibility as a team leader this 
year has allowed me to take my previous experiences with ECLIPSE and continue to learn and 
grow. It has given me valuable skills, and helped me to communicate my ideas and negotiate 
social conflict and solve problems. This experience has opened my eyes to the need for service 
in my life. Working with this population of children has shown me that I take for granted the 
aspects of my childhood that had the biggest impact on me developing as a healthy child. Being 
able to share these small learning moments with children who look up to me more than I ever 
thought was possible is unbelievably rewarding. I have learned how to embrace my inner child 
and get on a child's level, and at least for a few hours a day, embrace the time I get to think and 
act like a child. For me, this is the most fun and relaxing part of my day. It constantly reminds 
me why I do what I do. Sometimes it takes time, and it's hard to struggle through what seem like 
simple tasks, but watching a child's face light up when they make even the smallest gain is what 
makes me feel so honored to share my talents with them. I have had people tell me they did not 
understand why I did what I did, and that they could never spend so much time with little ones, 
but what they don't understand is the imagination, creativity, honesty, compassion, and 
expression that exist inside the walls of that preschool. They don't understand how much hard 
work and patience I have given, and all it takes are the little smiles to make it worth it. It is one 
thing to show children how to learn, it is yet another to involve them in their learning and share 
in it along the way. They have shown me that learning happens every day. 
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Tess Schmeling is a senior at UW-Eau Claire pursuing a degree in elementary education. Tess 
has a passion for service and children. Tess’s plan is to student teach in the fall of 2015 and 
ultimately teach kindergarten someday.  
 

 

Impacting Each Other 
Neceda Schreiter 

ECLIPSE 
Family Literacy Center 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
A typical day for me at Family Literacy Center Preschool is anything but boring. I walk into the 
classroom every day to an abundance of welcoming smiles, hugs and kids asking me to play 
with them, read with them, or look at their artwork they just created. My partner children, 
Michael and Faith, are the most welcoming and almost always take me by the hand and ask me 
to join them in whatever they are doing. Most of the children know me by name and are 
comfortable coming to me with whatever they need. Michael usually asks me to read his favorite 
book, Chicka Chicka Boom Boom at least twice a day, along with a multitude of other books, 
which is when Faith usually joins us. Faith loves to play dress up and usually is asking me to 
help her button up the back of a dress or help her put play heels on. She loves to make up 
stories about what she is doing, either “going to the bank,” “grocery shopping for her family,” 
“picking up her kids from school,” her ideas and creativity is endless. She loves to pretend to 
make me dinner because she thinks I am hungry all the time. At meal time I love to sit with my 
partner children and ask them about their days, the bus ride to school, what they are doing after 
school. They like to tell me all about their favorite toys and games at home, and who they will be 
playing them with when they get home. Whenever it is time for me to go back to school, I gently 
say goodbye to each of them and usually Michael goes, “You have to go back to school now?” 
because he has learned my routine just as I have learned his. 
 
The most rewarding part of the experience at Family Lit is when we are at circle time and my 
partner children know answers to what Miss Heather is asking. It gives me a sense of pride and 
joy to watch them succeed. I feel happy when other children do well too, but because I have 
formed such a bond with my children, I feel an extra boost of pride. Another extremely 
rewarding experience for me is when my children learn things from me. For example, I have 
been working extremely hard with Michael to get him to write letters of his name instead of just 
scribbles that he always wants to do. And with Faith, I have been working on letter recognition 
at the beginning of words a lot and she has gotten really good at it. I love knowing that I am 
having an impact on their learning and hopefully making a difference for their future education.  
 
Neceda Schreiter is a freshman at the University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire. Neceda is originally 
from Appleton, Wisconsin where she lives with her mom and sister. Neceda is dual majoring in 
elementary education and special education, and enjoys any experience where she is able to 
work with kids.  
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Dr. Seuss Birthday 
Shidae Yang 

ECLIPSE 
Children’s Nature Academy  

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
February 28 was the celebration of Dr. Seuss’ Birthday Party and as a member of ECLIPSE, my 
group and I were assigned a category to teach the children. My partner and I received the 
subject of emotions and we were informed to teach the children to verbalize different types of 
emotions. We decided to do an obstacle course that involved hurdles, running through tire drill, 
and swirling around cones. It would be a relay race between two children (or solo); first I would 
give the child a scenario and ask what type of emotion would be present, then when the child 
say the correct answer, I would give him/her a puzzle piece to run across the obstacles and fit it 
in the right puzzle place and hurried back to answer more questions until the puzzle is finished. 
There were five puzzle pieces that form a picture of the Cat in the Hat. The emotions that were 
included were angry, mad, sad, happy, excited, and surprised. In the end, the child received a 
sticker for completing the obstacles and puzzle.  
 
Working at the Dr. Seuss event was astonishing and amusing. My partner and I taught the 
children basic emotions. Our activity provided the child to verbalize about their emotions, 
promoting physical activity by being active throughout the game, and advancing in the child’s 
development with problem solving skills (puzzle). There was this little girl who was the shy quiet 
type and it was difficult to try to get her involved in the game. At first she was unresponsive until 
I got down on my knees at her eye level and started helping her out. When she was unsure of 
the emotions I rephrase the scenarios and asked if she felt something like that had ever 
happened to her. Eventually, she got the question right, which I praised her by giving her a high-
five and cheering her on. I also ended up going on the obstacle with her to support her along the 
way. Sooner or later, she no longer need my help and went on without my guidance. Being able 
to change one person’s behavior from being frigid to engaging person was all that mattered at 
the end of the day. I got her to open up to me and become more aware of her emotions. Being 
able to bring a child out of their comfort zone and trying new things while educating them at the 
same time was all worth it.  
 
Shidae Yang has been a member of AmeriCorps since fall 2014 and is a first-year student at 
UWEC. Shidae hopes to continue to serve people and bring a positive impact on the people’s 
lives Shidae has touched.  
 

 

Inspire Me 
Brianna Novy 

ECLIPSE 
Nature Academy 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
I am inspired by the teachers that know my strengths. I am inspired by the teachers that let me 
help. I am inspired by the teachers that allow me the independence to work with the children 
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because they know I will do a great job. I am inspired by the teachers that strive to help me 
learn and grow through my experiences in the classroom.  
 
I am inspired by the children who visibly light up when I walk into the room. I am inspired by the 
children that run up to me with a cheerful smile ready to tell me about their day. I am inspired by 
the children that can tell me a story in vivid, colorful detail. I am inspired by the children that 
enthusiastically want to sing our snack time song. I am inspired by the children that love to play 
pretend with me, even though I’m a “grown up.” I am inspired by the children that always want to 
play I spy in the playground. I am inspired by the children that are proud to do things all by 
themselves. 
  
I am inspired by partner children whom continually make my day that much better. I am inspired 
by her love of learning. I am inspired by his improvement in learning letters. I am inspired by 
their want to play on the playground with me. I am inspired his knowledge of our everyday 
routine: including our work time. I am inspired by her kindness towards others. I am inspired by 
them always asking questions. I am inspired by her interest in learning new information. I am 
inspired by his readiness to read. I am inspired by their overall improvements.  
I am inspired by the fact that when I leave from work I know I made a difference in a child’s life. I 
am inspired by the fact that all of the inspiration I receive working through ECLIPSE happens 
every single day I walk into the classroom. 
 
Brianna Novy is currently an elementary education major and UW-Eau Claire. Brianna has a 
passion of working with children and wants to make a difference. The knowledge of influencing 
one child in some way makes Brianna very happy. 
 

 

Koj Tuaj Qhov Twg Tuaj? 
Mai Zer Vang 

UW-Eau Claire ECLIPSE AmeriCorps 
Family Literacy 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
I first came across ECLIPSE while trying to seek employment on the university’s job board. 
Reading the description I thought, “Hey, this is something I could do.” When I read that we 
needed 300 hours of service, at first I thought that was an intimidating number; however, I didn’t 
let that stop me from setting up an interview. After the interview, I was notified that I got the 
position and was assigned to the site called Family Literacy.  
 
On my first day at site, I was pleasantly surprised by the amount of diversity in the classroom. 
Many children of different ethnicities and backgrounds were present. When I walked into the 
room I saw this little boy playing with blocks and so I decided to go play with him. And this is 
where it all started. As soon as he saw me sit down next to him he asked me in Hmong, “Koj 
tuaj qhov twg tuaj?” (Where did you come from?). I told him that I came from school in Hmong 
and just like that we started to have a conversation. Soon this child became one of my partner 
children with whom I would be working with throughout the year. Singing and dancing, sitting in 
little chairs, using small plates and cups, and running around outside made my first day at site a 
whole lot of fun.  
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The best thing about my experience here was being able to create a relationship with these 
children. Pretty soon, I started to look forward to going to site every day and spending time with 
these kids. Watching them grow and learn throughout the year is such an amazing thing to see. 
You get to see the progress that they’ve gone through and you get to know that you were a part 
of that. You were a part of their childhood and you were a part of their learning experience. It’s a 
good feeling to know that you made a difference in these children’s lives.  
 
Mai Zer Vang is a sophomore attending the University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire.  
 

 

Child’s Play 
Chimdiya Okoroji 

ECLIPSE 
Nature Academy 

US Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
As a member of ECLIPSE program we guide children to learn 
Empowering them through obstacles that has raised a concern 
We understand the importance of play 
And that is something we strive to never take away 
We integrate play with school readiness outcomes 
So children don’t find task too overwhelming to overcome 
Every child is different and the beginning might seem difficult 
But overtime I’ve seen amazing results 
There’s a sense of growth 
That happens within both 
Watching the child become confident and having a sense of thrill 
While they talk to their peers, teachers, parents sharing their new fond skills 
As a corps member there’s a sense of becoming part of something greater 
Some day’s taking on the role of becoming an innovator 
Always trying a new way 
Understanding that each child is not the same 
Just like child’s play 
Each child has a different way of understanding the same game 
My name is Chimdiya Okoroji, and I am social work major at UW-Eau Claire. 
I enjoy working with others, being creative, and learning new ideas. 
 
This is my first year working with ECLIPSE and so far it has been a fun experience because it 
allows for a sense of individuality, but yet coming together as a team to accomplish our main 
goals.  
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University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh     
Vet Corps 
 
 

 
 
 

The Vet Corps program exists to benefit both veterans and their families as well as the local 

community by helping veterans return to the civilian work force. Eligible veteran college 

students fulfill quarter-time positions at various service sites throughout the community. 

Aside from required training and service, these members also conduct massive veteran 

outreach programs throughout the Fox Valley area to include the area’s veterans in 

community service. Program members engage in community efforts involving life-skills 

training, veteran college education, refugee aid, and many more. 
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A Calling Through Service 

Alexander Feest 
Vet Corps 

Riverview Gardens 
U.S. Congressional District 8 
State Assembly District 56 

State Senate District 19 
 

I have been working at Riverview Gardens over the last five months. During this time I have 
established relationships and networked to the best of my ability in hopes of helping veterans in 
the Fox Cities. I have been a liaison on a job program between Riverview and the Outagamie 
County court system. This program will provide transitional employment and healing through 
farming for veterans that have entered the court system. I have helped in outreach at various 
shelters around the city. I have worked in the kitchen teaching job skills to members of the Ryan 
Community. I have helped coordinate events at Riverview that focus on healing and moving 
forward for post-deployment veterans. I have kept a loose number of the veterans directly 
affected by my efforts; the total up to this point is over 25. I am very passionate about helping 
veterans. Thanks to the networks that were in place via Vet Corps I have been able to take that 
passion and mold it into a calling.  
 
Alexander Feest served in the United States Marines Corps, Operation Enduring Freedom 10.1 
Helmand Province, Afghanistan. This is Alexander’s first AmeriCorps term of service.. 
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Communication Through Teamwork 

Aaron Jackson 
Vet Corps 

UW Oshkosh Veteran’s Resource Center 
U.S. Congressional District 6 

Wisconsin Assembly District 54 
Wisconsin Senate District 18 

 
For years, a big goal of the Veteran Resource Center (VRC) was to implement a newsletter and 
circulate it to student veterans. The shortcomings of office personnel and the availability of time 
are more than enough reason as to why this has never been attempted prior. But, with the aide 
of the program hosted by AmeriCorps/Vet Corps, this goal of putting together a newspaper 
within the VRC is now a reality. 
 
Getting a newsletter started is a difficult task. Many questions arose such as, who are we 
tailoring our newsletter to? What information should we include? How can we make this a fun 
read? With the help of our VRC advisor, Shawn Monroe, we were able to sit down and talk 
about it. It didn’t take long before the ideas started flowing. 
 
There were many suggestions flowing around. We had asked each other as well as members of 
the student veteran community for input. We soon realized that we had enough material to 
engage the interest of our target audience. Currently, there are articles in the newsletter related 
to history, scholarship information, upcoming events, contacts within the VRC staff, personal 
interest pieces, a “who’s that veteran” piece done to emphasize a student veteran and introduce 
a friendly face, and we also provide any student veteran to display their creativity through a 
poem, haiku, or short story, with a piece right on the front page designated just for them. 
 
The first newsletter that was sent out was not a perfect success, however. The format in which it 
was emailed out to student veterans was not compatible with certain browsers, much like many 
campus programs and websites. But, after a quick look and a brief talk with a computer savvy 
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veteran, we quickly resolved the issue and have not run into any further technical problems. 
This has turned into a very successful newsletter, and this is how it is currently going: 
 
This experience is very rewarding, knowing that as a group of three individuals, with advice from 
others around our veteran community, has developed, and currently is sustaining a source of 
news that is directly influenced and ran by veterans. Each Thursday we sit down and discuss 
new topics, about what can go into the newsletter with some laughs and some outrageous 
ideas. We get serious for those few moments and pick out those key stories and side columns 
to put into the up-and-coming newsletter. Teamwork like this can only come around once in a 
while, so for also involved are Mark, Aaron, Shawn and others. It’s safe to say that we all 
learned something from this experience and will continue to grow from just a simple ideal of a 
newsletter. 
 

 
Stand Down 
Michelle Meuer 

University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh Vet Corps 
American Red Cross 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 50 

State Senate District 17 

 
This is my first time working with the American Red Cross. I work with the Services to the 
Armed Forces Department. I love working with them because it gives me the opportunity to work 
with present and past members of the Armed Forces.  



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

One of my first experiences working with this organization as a Vet Corps member was 
attending a stand down. This event is run by a veteran and his spouse, and focuses on helping 
homeless veterans get back on their feet. There are many different tables that specialize in 
different areas of help for the veterans. The tables included everything from health care to 
chaplain services and help finding a job. 

 
I worked the hospitality table that had personal hygiene items, pens, paper, candy, and other 
miscellaneous items. It was sad to see the many, many veterans that needed services that day. 
A lot of them just wanted a shower and a hot meal. I am grateful I was able to help them for just 
a little while and look forward to helping veterans as often as I can in the future. 
 
Michelle Meuer is working towards her BSN at UW-Oshkosh. This is Michelle’s first term of 
service in an AmeriCorps program. 
 

  
The Journey Of Life into the Unknown 

Haylie Peterson 
Vet Corps Program AmeriCorps  

Riverview Gardens 
U.S. Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 57 

State Senate District 19 

 
Life is unpredictable, at times feels unreliable and lonely, but on the contrary. It is also full of a 
plethora of possibilities filled with hopes and dreams of the human inhabitants of this great 
planet we call home. My journey through life so far has been like a crazy rollercoaster full of life-
changing experiences both good and bad. I was once young, naïve and thought life was this 
never-ending party never to be taken seriously. Then I joined the military, learned discipline and 
integrity, along with many other core morals and values instilled in me today along with an 
exceptionally strong work ethic. Now I am venturing into the unknown, engaging in academia at 
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UW-Oshkosh with the intent to achieve a bachelor’s degree in radiological sciences. On this 
new and exciting chapter of life, I am strengthening my interpersonal skills at Riverview Gardens 
in order to reintegrate myself into the community and restore my faith in humanity that was once 
almost diminished by disappointments in my past. Where this endeavor may lead is a mystery, 
but one thing that is guaranteed is that it will impact my future and hopefully in a positive way. 

 
Riverview Gardens has a unique and very important mission. They take people from all walks of 
life in need and aid them in gaining various skills in order to get back into the workforce. They 
have many opportunities to attain these skills, such as bicycle maintenance, gardening, 
seeding, cooking, baking, fellowship, and in some cases leadership. But the most valuable 
skillset that is gained by most, in my opinion, seems to be interpersonal communication. Many 
people go through their days avoiding small talk and conversations with other people for diverse 
reasons, but volunteering and being a part of this site and its mission has a way of breaking 
down those boundaries and getting people to open up and engage in ways they wouldn’t have 
felt safe to do before. When I meet someone new, I have no idea of their background nor do I 
ask. We are there to work as a team regardless of our positions, and that is what makes this 
place so healing to the soul and sets it apart from any other experience I have encountered. I 
think Vet Corps and AmeriCorps have given me an invaluable opportunity that will benefit me 
from now until completion of the program and then beyond into the realm of the unknown.  
 
Haylie Peterson is a 2nd semester freshmen at University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh majoring in 
radiological sciences. She currently serves as a VetCorps member at Riverview Gardens in 
Appleton, WI through AmeriCorps. 
 

 

Reflection 
Brian J. Regal 

University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh AmeriCorps 
World Relief 

8th U.S. Congressional District 
3rd WI Assembly District 
1ST WI Senate District 

 
AmeriCorps through Vet Corps has introduced to me an organization dedicated to helping 
refugees. This premier organization is called World Relief. At World Relief, I work closely with 
employment and resettlement specialists. Helping the clients who are refugees obtain 
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employment and resettle into life locally here in the Fox Valley and nationally in the United 
States. It is such a humbling feeling to know that what you do is making somebody’s quality of 
life better. 
 
The first day I reported to duty with World Relief, I met a client with a big smile on his face only 
to say thank you for the United States letting him to escape conflict in Africa. This experience 
has truly touched me and coincidently it was my first experience at World Relief. Just imagine 
your community has been overrun by armed rebels and you’re the innocent bystander caught in 
the middle of it all. Then finding your way to a safe camp, waiting to see if a country will sponsor 
you to start over in that land. Next you arrive in this foreign land with just what’s in your carry on 
to start a new life; a new life where everything is very strange and not in a familiar language. 
You now have to learn how to navigate this new society. That’s where the team at World Relief 
comes in. We help integrate these displaced persons into their new home. Whether it is health 
care, government benefits, housing or employment the team at World Relief is there to support 
each Client and their families’ transition.  

 
I recently helped to orchestrate a fingerprinting event so clients can apply for their “Green Card.” 
I am grateful I was able to get these people on track starting their new lives here in the United 
States of America.  

 
Brian J. Regal USAF Veteran is currently working towards his BAS fire & emergency response 
management & BSN at UW Oshkosh. This is my first time term of service with AmeriCorps. 
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Western Dairyland Fresh Start 
 

 
 
 

The Western Dairyland Fresh Start program, in collaboration with the Wausau Area Hmong 

Mutual Association, provides at risk youth with essential social, educational, employment, 

community service and life skills training. While constructing a new home for income-eligible 

families in the local communities and doing owner-occupied rehab, the young adults work on 

achieving high school diplomas/HSEDs, developing career goals, improving self-esteem and 

alleviating barriers to economic self-sufficiency. The achievement of AmeriCorps education 

awards provide members with funding for post-secondary school training. Members emerge 

from the program as renewed young adults, prepared to enter the workforce or college as 

responsible citizens. 
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AmeriCorps and I 
David Lemos 

Western Dairyland Fresh Start 
3rd US Congressional District  

State Assembly District 91 
State Senate District 31 

 
I feel that AmeriCorps has helped me because it keeps me busy and has helped me to be more 
social and advance my skills in math. I joined this program to learn the skills to be hard working 
and be more productive in the community. I like that as an AmeriCorps member when we 
complete the program we get an education award to pay for college and further my education in 
the construction industry. One day I want to be my own boss and hire my own crew to build new 
homes. I love what I do as a member with the Fresh Start/AmeriCorps program and this has 
been one of the best choices that I have made. Before this I wasn’t really going anywhere with 
my life. I am thankful for being able to be a member here and I love coming here daily.  
 
In David’s free time he enjoys playing basketball, spending time with family, and taking care of 
his niece.  

 

 

Big Shot 
Jordan Moore 

Western Dairyland Fresh Start 
3rd US Congressional District  

State Assembly District 91 
State Senate District 31 

 
I joined the program because I was getting into trouble and not working. After I was accepted 
into the program and started I have enjoyed being an AmeriCorps program. The program has 
helped me out a lot I was able to get off probation by making positive choices and gained good 
employment skills. I have been accepted into the auto mechanics program at Chippewa Valley 
Technical College. I have also learned new and other ways to build.  

 
Jordan Moore likes to build things, enjoys cars, and being outside.  

 

 

The Reasons I Love AmeriCorps 
Keith Ottum 

Western Dairyland Fresh Start 
3rd US Congressional District  

State Assembly District 91 
State Senate District 31 

 
I feel that AmeriCorps has helped me a lot. Some ways that it has helped me is they have 
connected me with the community and helped me find my skills in construction. As a member 
with Western Dairyland Fresh Start/AmeriCorps program I have learned new employment skills 
to prepare me for future full-time employment. The reason I joined AmeriCorps was to be more 
involved in my community, also to further my skills in construction. The program has opened my 
eyes for future opportunities. 
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Keith is 20 years old. Keith likes to hunt, fish, work on cars, and other outdoors activities. Upon 
completion of the program, Keith plans on going into the field of construction. Keith is very 
thankful for this AmeriCorps program and all the opportunities they have provided.  

 

 

How AmeriCorps Has Helped Me 
Gunnar Gorton 

Western Dairyland Fresh Start 
3rd US Congressional District  

State Assembly District 91 
State Senate District 31 

 
I joined this AmeriCorps program because I needed something to get me out of trouble. I was 
on my last strike with my social worker. I wasn’t doing well in school because I had a hard time 
paying attention, so I either skipped every day or I just didn’t go. The teachers were trying 
everything to keep me in school. Then they set up a meeting and the Fresh Start/AmeriCorps 
program was suggested. Since I started Fresh Start and began doing my schooling online I 
have been staying out of trouble and completing my school work. Being an AmeriCorps member 
has really helped me. I am no longer hanging out with any of the kids I used too.  
 
Gunnar is 16 years old, a proficient hunter and fisherman, and is improving his construction 
skills. 

 

 

Turning a New Page 
AnnJean Mayville 

Western Dairyland Fresh Start 
3rd US Congressional District  

State Assembly District 91 
State Senate District 31 

 
I joined Western Dairyland Fresh Start program because I was going through some struggles 
and I didn’t feel like I was going anywhere in life working with fast food. The Fresh 
Start/AmeriCorps program has helped me get the training I need for different career choices. 
They have provided me with different resources to help with different needs that I have. Now, I 
know more for what I want to do for a future career.  

 
AnnJean Mayville likes to do a lot of things outdoors, play the guitar, and sing. AnnJean also 
enjoys writing short stories and poems, and to crochet and draw. 

 

 

AmeriCorps 
Zachary Court 

Western Dairyland Fresh Start 
3rd US Congressional District  

State Assembly District 91 
State Senate District 31 

 
Being an AmeriCorps member has helped me with my schooling when I got kicked out of 
school. I was behind and at risk of failing out of school. So I joined the Fresh Start/AmeriCorps 
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program and now I am better on track to graduate high school. I have been learning a new trade 
that I realized I really enjoy. When I finish my term and earn my education award I would like to 
go to Chippewa Valley Technical College for construction.  

 
Zach Court enjoys extreme sports. His two favorites are snowboarding and BMX, but is willing 
try anything like motocross, wakeboarding, and cliff jumping. 

 

 

Impact for Tomorrow 
Rosayln Ross 

Western Dairyland Fresh Start 
3rd US Congressional District  

State Assembly District 91 
State Senate District 31 

 
The Western Dairyland Fresh Start/AmeriCorps has been a great opportunity for so many 
members from the Eau Claire Area. Personally, I joined the program for the AmeriCorps 
experience and for the education award. Upon starting the program, I realized what a great 
experience the Fresh Start program is. I truly enjoy working with the other members in the 
program; hearing about their experiences has helped to shape my perception of others.  
 
The education award is very helpful to me because I have many student loans to pay off. Using 
the education award toward my student loans will help me to be able to spend more time in my 
community and not as much time working to pay off my student loans. I am personally so 
thankful that AmeriCorps takes the change on programs like Western Dairyland Fresh Start so 
members can be given a chance.  

 
As a recent college graduate, opportunities to serve within my community are so important to 
me. I love giving my time to those in need including volunteering at a local domestic abuse 
shelter, tying blankets for those in need, and serving in other ways with my friends. I love living 
in Eau Claire because of its’ natural beauty and many opportunities.  

 

 

Me and AmeriCorps 
Logan Everson 

Western Dairyland Fresh Start 
3rd US Congressional District  

State Assembly District 68 
State Senate District 23 

 
My name is Logan and this is my story about my experience with AmeriCorps. I have made 
some poor decisions when becoming a young adult. I was abusing substances and taking 
things that don’t belong to me. This caught up to me and I am paying for it now. 
 
Since joining AmeriCorps I have done a 180 degree turn in the direction my life was headed. 
Now I have a clearer cut path in what my life is going into be like. Being a part of Western 
Dairyland Fresh Start/AmeriCorps program helped show me I can become a skilled worker in 
the construction field. Once my term is up with AmeriCorps I plan on using my education award 
to go to school and get a degree related to the construction field. All of this is possible because 
of joining AmeriCorps and I am very thankful for that.  
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In Logan’s free time, he likes to go fishing because a relaxing activity. Logan is also enjoys 
grilling out and watching the Packers on Sunday’s in the fall with friends.  

 

 

AmeriCorps Benefits 
Anthony Westenberg 

Western Dairyland Fresh Start 
7th US Congressional District  
State Assembly District 68 

State Senate District 23 
 

I joined the Western Dairyland Fresh Start AmeriCorps program to find more productive ways to 
spend my free time. I have acquired many credits toward my high school education since joining 
the program and I am starting residential construction program at Chippewa Valley Technical 
College. 

 
Before joining the program Tony was a junior in high school with less credits then a freshman in 
high school. He is now 18 years old and will be graduating this May, finding his own housing, 
and starting an independent life. He attributes this to the program. 

 

 

Reflection 
Tony Yang 

Wausau Fresh Start 
7th US Congressional District  
State Assembly District 85 

State Senate District 29 
 

My time in Fresh Start and AmeriCorps has helped me a lot to change a few things in life. I 
learned new ways to helping the community and learned new skills in carpentry. This program 
gave me a job and a second chance in starting a new life and a new me. If it weren’t for this 
program I would have had nowhere to go. This place has given me new friends and a new start 
of becoming a better me. It’s been a blast here at Fresh Start. I have a lot of fun and laugh with 
everyone. If I were to rate Fresh Start on a scale of 1 to 10, it would be a 10. The fact is 
because it is an astounding place to learn and shows me what it really means to be out there 
and what potentials I have in life. After I’m done with Fresh Start I plan on going to college and 
use the education money. I thought I wouldn’t even go to college but I want to now…”rather die 
chasing dreams than die not chasing anything.” 

 
Tony enjoys fishing a lot, especially when it’s bass season. Tony also likes to dance and rap to 
help relieve stress.  
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Reflection 
Day Ah Vue 

Wausau Fresh Start 
7th US Congressional District  
State Assembly District 85 

State Senate District 29 
 

One reason I like being an AmeriCorps member is learning how to construct houses. A second 
reason would be the education award so I can go to college and further my education. Lastly, I 
like the teamwork of others helping to improve the community. 

 
Day enjoys outdoor activities like fishing, exercising, and sports. 

 

 

Reflection 
David Lee 

Wausau Fresh Start 
7th US Congressional District  
State Assembly District 85 

State Senate District 29 
 

The reason why I like AmeriCorps is that I get the college money that would help me go to 
college. Being in AmeriCorps helped me learn a lot of new things that I never knew before. 

 
David enjoys things outside like fixing cars and going fishing. In the near future David hopes to 
go to college for auto body. 

 

 

Reflection 
Kheng Lee 

Wausau Fresh Start 
7th US Congressional District  
State Assembly District 85 

State Senate District 29 
 

Why I like AmeriCorps is because I get college fund to help me get into school. What I get out of 
it is that I can still learn employability skills and receive funding if I finish on time. It can help me 
in the future if I choose to pursue my education. 
 
Kheng Lee is married with three boys. Kheng enjoys playing with his family and they make him 
laugh. In the future, he wants to pursue what he loves to do. 
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Reflection 
Joe Bacon 

Wausau Fresh Start 
US Congressional District Wi-7 

State Assembly District 85 
State Senate District 29 

 
I joined AmeriCorps because I was in need of my HSED. A couple things I like about Fresh Start 
are: I like my trade that I’m learning (carpentry), the great teamwork, and the positive 
supervisors make it easy to work all day. 
 
In addition to Joe’s service with Fresh Start during the week he works on a farm on the 
weekends. When Joe isn’t working you can usually find him at home with his girlfriend. 
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Wisconsin Association for Homeless 
and Runaway Services, Direct Service 
Outreach to Runaways 

 
 
 

Runaway programs have seen major increases in homeless youth. These youth, who live "on 

the street", are in very high risk situations, with few resources and virtually no support 

system. As a response to this phenomenon, the Wisconsin Association for Homeless and 

Runaway Services, in collaboration with the Wisconsin National and Community Service 

Board, provides a team of AmeriCorps members to provide street outreach services and 

response to referrals from police departments, schools, and other youth serving agencies. 

 

The AmeriCorps members are available to youth who are homeless, runaways or in crisis 

and are therefore "on the street.” Members frequent areas in the community where youth 

congregate, such as parks, malls, convenience stores, etc. Youth are provided with hygiene 

packets, food vouchers, transportation vouchers, clothes, educational materials, and, most 

importantly, referral services to provide them with safe alternatives to the street. The 

members also are available to police and school personnel, by responding directly to 

referrals. In addition, some members provide services in shelters for runaway and homeless 

youth or homeless pregnant and/or parenting teens. Twenty five AmeriCorps members 

provide these services in 36 counties, ensuring runaway, homeless, and youth in crisis have 

a strong support system and alternatives to the street. 
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Adolescent Challenges: A Haiku 
Morgan Niemeyer 

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
La Crosse, WI 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 95 

State Senate District 32 
 
Adolescents living 
In a world of challenges 
Turn to us for help. 
 
Morgan Niemeyer is a 1st year AmeriCorps member serving in La Crosse, WI. 
 

 
Desiree Buck 

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
RAYS Sheboygan 

6th U.S Congressional District 
25th State Assemble District 

9th State Senate District 
    
In the past, I have struggled with relating to teenaged girls as a mentor. I think it was a pre-
biased diagnosis I placed on myself; however, just this past month I hesitantly opened two new 
clients who just so happened to be teenaged girls. In just that short time frame, my entire 
outlook has changed. I have come to the realization that I have a lot to offer these young girls; I, 
myself, was not so long ago in high-school. Today, I had the pleasure of talking to a sweet girl 
who would be transferring from an alternative school to a mainstream high school. We talked 
about how the environment and expectations might change. There may be peer pressure about 
any number of things and I asked her to consider a few things: how did she feel about herself? 
Was she ready to face these new pressures? If there came a time she had to confront and 
uncomfortable situation, how did she want to respond? This short conversation led me to 
discovering the positive influence I could have on this girls’ high school experience. I am 
thankful for the opportunity to be an ear or a shoulder for this beautiful yet vulnerable 
population. 
 
Desiree is a life-long learner; she strives to stay relevant and educated on topics she’s involved 
with and that interest her. Desiree’s a mother, a student, a mentor, and an AmeriCorps member.  
 

 

Playing Checkers 
Lauren Baur 

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
Manitowoc-RAYS 

6th U.S. Congressional District 
25th State Assembly District 

9th State Senate District 
 
He was early for his appointment. He was slightly disheveled, had a crooked smile, and was 
misinterpreted as timid. He was there to see another staff, but since he was early I was the only 
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one in the office. He asked if he could stay and play a game. I was in on my “day off” and I’m 
sure there were a hundred things I needed to get done, but of course, I said, “let’s play.” We 
eventually ended up playing checkers. He talked a lot that hour we had before his appointment. 
He opened up about his family, some history, and things he was interested in. He most enjoyed, 
however, beating me at checkers.  
 
His appointment finally came. Over the next few weeks I would occasionally see him again while 
he was working with his case worker. Then there were some staff changes. I came to find this 
checker pro now being my client. He hadn’t seen me in a while. He was a habitual runaway, and 
I received a police fax stating he was on the run. I decided to meet with him at school upon his 
return, where he was making up the work he was missing from absences. When I saw him, he 
smiled and said “Lauren.” I had another staff with me, and of course, he took the opportunity to 
let her know all about how he beats me at checkers!  
 
He had a tendency; it seemed, to run away on Friday’s. So, I was a bit surprised when he asked 
me during a meeting if he could come to the office on that Friday, as there was no school, and 
he wanted to play checkers. He said he would even get up early to make it. I said yes, hoping 
he would, yet wondering about the whole early morning concept for him. But, Friday came and 
he made it! We hung out and played checkers upon his request. He even played the other staff 
in the building. After that day, the holidays came, and with it school break. I continued seeing 
him at school in the New Year and was happy to see he was back in normal classes and 
catching up on his work. We continue to meet and work on goals he has set for himself. He has 
accomplished his goal of attending school for more than a week straight, in fact, I believe it’s 
well over a month now! His grades have improved, and the police faxes, reporting runaways, 
have minimized to almost nothing.  
 
I have learned a lot about this individual over the past few months, but a lot for myself too. 
Nobody’s stories are as simple as the few check boxes on a runaway report. There are 
obstacles everyone overcomes. There is strength in goal-setting. There is resiliency in youth 
that run, and courage in those that return. There is meaning to actions. And of course, there is 
always time for a game of checkers. 
 
Lauren is a second year AmeriCorps member serving as a youth advocate and outreach worker 
for Runaway and Youth Services of Lutheran Social Services.  
 

 

Empowering Youth 
Corissa L. Griffith 

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
Pathfinders Youth Shelter 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 19 

State Senate District 7 
 
 
“Leadership is not wielding authority – it’s empowering people.” – Becky Brodin 
 
I whole-heartedly believe that every person has a specific purpose in life no matter his or her 
race, age, gender, or class. The ethical principal known as dignity and worth of a person 
matches with my personal value of; each and every human being is of equal value and no one 
is undeserving or unworthy of dignity. I couldn’t be happier to be given the opportunity to work 
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with youth through the service of AmeriCorps and Pathfinders. It has helped me to convey to 
youth how they too have a purpose. The youth are our future and they need to be protected and 
guided in the right direction. 
 
I have learned that when working with youth as well as their families you need to utilize the skill 
of both patience and listening. I think the ability to understand and share the feelings of another 
is crucial, especially when working with youth. If you take the time to understand a youth as a 
person a really beautiful as well as meaningful connection can be created. This connection 
allows one to break through the many barriers that a young person may be hiding behind. 
Earlier this year I had a youth tell me that they wanted to be like me when they grew up. The 
statement caught me by surprise since it came from a soft-spoken female who barely said three 
words to me since I had met her. I responded by smiling and asking her why she wanted to be 
like me. She told me I gave her hope and that I never let my smile leave my face. I found 
comfort in being one of the reasons that she didn’t want to give up. This interaction made me 
realize that even the smallest things, such as a smile, can often be the biggest things.  
 
For youth who are confronted by crisis, it can really seem like no one cares and that there are 
few individuals to show them the right path. Being able to aid in many youth’s growth shows 
them that someone cares. Knowing that real change, especially for youth in crisis, starts from 
within helps me understand the importance of my role in their lives. It helps keep that smile on 
my face and my ambition to continue to be an inspiration. 
 
Corissa Griffith recently graduated from the University of Milwaukee with a bachelor’s degree in 
social work. In Corissa’s first AmeriCorps term she is serving as a youth and family advocate at 
Pathfinders Youth Shelter. Some of Corissa’s favorite things include: concerts, puppies, and 
being outdoors.  
 

 

Happy Story 
Jamika Burrows 

Wisconsin Association for Homeless and Runaway Services 
Congressional District 1 

Assembly District 11 
Senate District 4  

 
When I was fifteen I started volunteering at Pathfinders Youth shelter. For many years I varied 
through different positions. Then about eight months ago they introduced me to a program 
called AmeriCorps. At first when they told me about it I thought I was not going to like it because 
I thought it was going to take me away from the people and put me behind a computer. But I 
was wrong; AmeriCorps has molded me and shaped me into a better person. I am doing things 
now that I don’t think I would have if I didn’t start this program. 
  
Since I started AmeriCorps in September of 2014 I have enrolled in college, I have had 
experiences that have taught me more or took me and/or others to better places in our lives. Not 
only am bettering myself as an advocate, but I am helping better my community in a variety of 
ways. 
 
As I continue my year as an AmeriCorps member I continue to realize that the work that I and 
many others do, not only benefit the people we set out to help but it benefits the people we work 
with, it benefits our family and friends and it also benefits us as individuals. To wake up and 
know that what we do or/and the time we invest can help change someone’s life for the better. 
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Or even teach us a lesson or two about life that can better our later life decisions or 
experiences. 
 
I plan to complete my AmeriCorps year, and hopefully do another year if I’m lucky. This has 
been such a meaningful thing in my life and I love what I do. I am proud to hold the title of 
AmeriCorps member because it is not only a title, rather a word with a story. It might be a 
different story for every person but at the end of every story is a smile.  
  
Jamika Burrows is a first-year AmeriCorps member serving homeless and runaway youth in 
crisis at Pathfinders Youth Shelter in Milwaukee, WI. 
 

 

Progress Happens When One Least Expects It 
Megan Sixel 

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
Lutheran Social Services 

U.S. Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 26 

State Senate District 9 
 
I had just left a meeting with my supervisor, in which a lack in numbers and progress was 
discussed. Feeling down, I had talked about dropping a few clients who appeared as though 
they were not making any progress after several sessions. After all, these were the kids we had 
already built rapport with; they knew where our office was located and who we are, so they 
could access us if need be. 
 
As I went to my one-on-one, I started thinking about the closing session; how I would tell him 
that our time together was coming to an end and where to go from here. Meeting with this client 
is very frustrating for me. He has almost no ability to focus on one thing, he paces during most 
of our sessions and constantly needs to play with something; additionally, he almost always 
needs prompting in order for me to get any information out of him. We started the session just 
like any other, him pacing the room and picking at pictures on the wall and me asking questions. 
“How was your weekend?” “Fine.” “What’d you do?” “Not much.” Eventually this probing led to 
the subject of his dad, with whom he has difficult relationship with. It’s always heartbreaking 
when you hear a kid tell you that their own parents don’t like them or want to hang out with 
them, especially growing up in a family where it was always known how much I, myself, was 
loved and wanted.  
 
As the session continued, I started to see him open up about a painful experience he went 
through last year. He lost a close family friend to suicide. After the session, the client seemed 
lighter and appeared to be in a better, more relaxed mood.  
 
That’s when I finally understood what I have been hearing over the last year. My interpretation 
of progress is not always accurate to the client’s own interpretation of his or her progress. You 
need to meet you’re client where he or she is at in order to be actually create some success. I 
decided to continue my sessions with this client and am continually surprised when his progress 
presents itself, no matter how subtle it may be.  
  
This is Megan’s second term serving as an AmeriCorps member at Runaway and Youth 
Services in Sheboygan, WI.  
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Just be 
Lauren Braun 

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
Briarpatch Youth Services 

2nd U.S. Congressional District 
77th State Assembly District  

26th State Senate District  
 
 
Things sixth graders are: talkative, impressionable, emotional, and sometimes damaged. I 
couldn’t wait to start digging into different topics with my new girl’s group at one of the area 
middle schools. Surely as soon as they realized that Briarpatch’s Choices group was a safe and 
open space, the girls would begin to pour out their deepest pains and fears. Things sixth 
graders are not: particularly focused, self-aware, nor always open to exploring their emotions 
(ESPECIALLY around other girls!). I quickly learned that our topics would not include past 
traumas, but instead Halloween costumes, the upcoming social, and “ship” names. As the 
weeks passed I began to lose hope for having any real therapeutic conversations. When the 
time came to wrap up the group for the semester, I figured the girls involved would be happy to 
have their 4th period back. I announced to the group that Choices would be ending. Immediately 
and in unison, the girls said “noooo!” One girl shared that she had enjoyed Choices because 
she felt like she could really trust the group. Another stated that she had been able to say 
anything she wanted to, without worrying about receiving judgment. Yet another told the group 
that she has never been able to open up like this before. I was stunned. Over the course of the 
semester, I had noticed small changes in the girls, but I never expected our often disorganized 
meetings to leave such an impact on them. As a counselor, it is easy to get caught up in 
traumatic histories and emotions. Sometimes the thing that makes the difference is just being a 
consistent presence in a young person’s life, to just be. I was so worried about saying the right 
things that I forgot to simply exist with the girls. Showing up week after week and offering a safe 
space to talk about anything on their minds – turns out this was the best support I could have 
offered.  
 
Lauren Braun is a youth counselor at Briarpatch Youth Services. This is her first year of service 
with AmeriCorps.  
 

 

The Ring of the Crisis Phone 
Samantha Borowski 

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
Positive Alternatives-Menomonie, WI 

U.S Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
The phone rings and my heart starts to beat 
A teen is under pressure or taking some heat 
Someone is in need of TeenCare support 
Maybe on this call I will be out to transport 
 
Thoughts of ending her life flood her head 
She just wants to see that color we call red 



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

Just one push of a razor to say goodbye 
But she reaches out to me with a simple Hi 
 
I ask her is there a way I can make her stay 
She replies with a no I just want to stop feeling grey 
The pressure is on for me to act fast 
The last thing I want is for her to pass 
 
The cops were called and sent out on the run 
Working with this client has only just begun 
Meeting once or twice a week just to get by 
And start to see that happiness come back in her eyes 
 
Starting to touch lives one by one 
Changing my own life no less than a ton 
What do I have coming up next for me 
I guess we are all just going to have to wait and see 
 
Samantha Borowski is a full-time AmeriCorps member at Positive Alternatives in Menomonie 
WI. Samantha is also a full-time student attending the University of Wisconsin-Stout majoring in 
vocational rehabilitation with a concentration in criminal justice law enforcement with a minor in 
sign language. Samantha is undecided of what she hopes to do following the completion of her 
degree, but has been exploring the possibility of working in juvenile corrections, or street police 
work.  
 

 

Someone Like Me 
Lindsey Domagala 

Wisconsin Association for Homeless and Runaway Services 
Positive Alternatives, Inc. Menomonie, Wisconsin 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 93 

State Senate District 31 
 
As an AmeriCorps member, I have had the opportunity to reach out to youth on a one-on-one 
basis. I am currently seeing one client in particular that I can relate to. When I was first told 
about a potential client that was going through a divorced family situation, I jumped on it right 
away despite how nervous I was. My parents divorced when I was a teen, and I knew that this 
would be a good starting point for me in the TeenCare program. I contacted the client’s mom, 
and set up an initial meeting with her. 
 
When the first meeting day came, I was so scared. I did not want to say the wrong thing to her 
to make the situation worse. I am a graduate student in a school counseling program, and we 
are told to be as genuine as possible when we see students. That is exactly what I did. After the 
intake file was completed, she and I started discussing why I was there. She stated that she 
was having a difficult time fitting in at school and dealing with her parent’s divorce. I could 
definitely relate. 
 
Our first meeting was filled with a lot of content. We discussed everything that has been on her 
mind since moving into a new school and dealing with the divorce. She was very emotional and 
stressed out. On my way home from our session, I felt excited and relieved. She and I had so 
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much in common, and I was looking forward to meeting with her again. After that session, each 
time we met things got a little lighter for her and her situation. 
Today, will still meet, but this time it’s on a monthly basis instead of weekly. She has 
accomplished so much since our first meeting. She has many friends, a boyfriend, and is in 
sports! She and her mom have a better relationship, and she has more confidence in herself. To 
know how far this individual has come in just a few months because of my support makes this 
position so much more than just a job. Because of her, I have more confidence in my abilities to 
become a future counselor. I will forever be thankful for such an impactful client.  
 
Lindsey Domagala, is a part-time AmeriCorps member at Positive Alternatives, Inc. in 
Menomonie, WI. Lindsey is also a graduate student at University of Wisconsin—Stout studying 
to be a school counselor. Lindsey plans on working with high school age students in the near 
future. 
 

 

Divorcing Guilt  
Adrienne Sulma 

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
Positive Alternatives, Inc. 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 29 

State Senate District 10 
 
The AmeriCorps members at Positive Alternatives, Inc. offers various services including (but not 
limited to): individual and family mediations, a crisis line, and a divorce seminar called 
Sandcastles. We offer Sandcastles every other month, and every time we host it, I help children 
aged six years old to nine years old understand divorce. Every time that I led the young 
children’s section I have heard many different ideas on divorce. It’s quite heart-breaking to hear 
how divorce can affect even the youngest children: some said they could see themselves being 
divorced and some thought it was their fault that their parents were getting divorced. I love 
helping with this program, because by the end of the program, it seems as though the children’s 
attitudes and feelings of guilt dissipate. I strongly emphasize that it is not their fault and most 
children seem to light up every time. I’ve even had the youth ask me if they were coming back 
next week. I had to tell them that it was only a program they would need to experience one 
morning out of their lives. With disappointed looks, the children told me they would like to come 
back again because they had so much fun with the activities we use to help them understand 
divorce. It’s really great that I can participate in programs to help youth of all ages make 
adjustments when life becomes tough for them.  
 
Adrienne will be graduating with Bachelors of Science degrees in psychology and applied social 
science at the University of Wisconsin–Stout. Adrienne hopes to be accepted into a graduate 
school program in community psychology or gain work as a researcher to implement effective 
programs like Sandcastles.  
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Worth While 
Jillian Williams 

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
The Youth and Family Project, Inc. 

U.S. Congressional District 5 
State Assembly District 58 

State Senate District 20 
 
AmeriCorps has been a great opportunity to meet many new people and form relationships with 
them, therapeutically and professionally. In my experience, providing counseling services within 
the schools for youth, there have been challenges as well as success. Some days it is hard not 
to wonder if what is being done will make any difference. With frustration, fatigue, and concern it 
was hard not to wonder.  
 
Without this though, I would not be able to cherish and see all of the good things that myself, as 
well as the youth I serve have done and the impact it has had. It makes the successes, no 
matter how big or small, worth it; seeing someone starting to think more positively than before 
makes it worth it, and seeing someone start to have more good days than bad ones makes it 
worth it.  
 
This experience is worth it and so much can be learned and shared with others. Knowing that 
there is not one right way to provide a service to someone is one thing that I have learned this 
year. I have come to embrace this philosophy and be more willing to try new and unexpected 
things. Bring on the good and the bad, the challenges and successes because it is worth it, you 
are worth it.  
 
Jillian Williams is in her first year as an AmeriCorps member with The Youth and Family Project, 
Inc. in West Bend, WI. 
 

 

AmeriCorps: The Journey 
Emily Christenson 

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services  
The Youth and Family Project, Inc. 

U.S. Congressional District 5 
State Assembly District 58 

State Senate District 20 
 
As I reflect on my service with AmeriCorps and try to “cement my service footprint,” I find I am 
struggling. How do I put the work I am doing into words? Often I feel that very little is concrete in 
the work that I do with the Runaway Program other than the highways I take to get there; 
however, I can say this: Serving with AmeriCorps will take you on a journey. At times you are 
the leader on this journey and others you’re just trying to make it through the fog safely. There 
are also times, when you are just along for the ride on someone else’s journey and who knows 
who is driving? 
 
In the Crossroads Runaway Program of the Youth and Family Project, I provide one-on-one, 
group, and family counseling support to at-risk adolescents. Week to week I meet with young 
people at their schools and they invite me on their journeys. They share stories of grief, 
struggles, depression, abandonment, abuse, anger, and hurt as well as happiness, 
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accomplishments, pride, success, love, and growth. I have the pleasure of witnessing the whole 
gamut of human emotion within these teenagers. Unfortunately, I hear the stories of woe far 
more frequently and there are no happy endings. Frankly, there are no endings, period. 
Although the time I spend with youth may come to an end, their journey is not over. They still 
have a lifetime of emotions to experience. It is my mission and task to help these youth 
recognize their strengths and develop positive ways to cope with all these emotions. It is my 
hope that our time together helps them find a little light in the darkness and illuminate their path. 
I cannot change their journeys. I cannot fix their broken families. I cannot erase their pasts. I am 
merely a lamppost on the road, providing a space to slow down, think, and choose their paths. 
 
Meanwhile, I am still on my own journey. As I experience my own joys and sorrows, I am 
learning. I am learning how I can provide better services to youth, but I am also learning from 
those youth. They are also a beacon of light in my life, providing me with illumination to see my 
life in perspective. In summation, AmeriCorps is contributing not only to the betterment of the 
community, but to the betterment of community members. You do not come out of your service 
without both contributing to change, and being changed yourself. Although my service with 
AmeriCorps is coming to an end, my journey is not complete. There are no endings, just the 
question: What path do I choose next? 
 
Emily Christenson is serving her second term as an AmeriCorps member with the Wisconsin 
Association of Homeless and Runaway Services. She received her master’s degree in art 
therapy and counseling and is working toward her licensure as a professional counselor. 
Following her AmeriCorps service, she will accept a full-time position at her placement site. 
 

 

The Heart of a Wolf 
Rachel Biel  

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
The Youth and Family Project, Inc.  

U.S. Congressional District 5  
State Assembly District 58  

State Senate District 20  
  
Since joining AmeriCorps, I have enjoyed meeting people who are genuinely committed to 
helping youth. For a long time, I avoided work with teenagers because our interactions 
reminded me of my own painful adolescence. Over the last six months, however, I have met 
some truly courageous youth who inspired me to stick with it despite the challenges. I have also 
come to appreciate adolescence as a critical period that poises individuals for change and 
growth. Youth workers can have a great impact in a teen’s life because you may be the only 
person who accepts them for who they are.  
  
As a Crossroads Runaway Counselor, I receive referrals from school guidance offices for 
reasons such as: family conflict, behavioral concerns, and bullying and other peer issues, etc. 
Since Crossroads is a voluntary program, my goal for the first session is to get the students 
“hooked” so that they will return. I LISTEN, I validate, I LISTEN, I attempt humor, I LISTEN, I 
empathize, I LISTEN. I listen. Sometimes I forget myself and offer advice. In response, their 
eyes become daggers. I take their cue to shake myself out of “problem-solving mode” and 
assume a more compassionate stance.  
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One way I gain insight into a youth’s perspective is to spend some time with imagery that they 
create in session. A student created a series of images with wolves. I researched wolf 
symbolism and found that the wolf totem serves as a powerful metaphor for adolescence:  
 
An internet source stated, “To understand totem wolf symbols, one must first understand 
the heart of the Wolf. This takes time because the Wolf has had to endure many false 
stereotypes, misconceptions and misunderstandings.” It also stated, “Not at all the picture of 
ferocity or terror, the Wolf is a creature with a high sense of loyalty and strength.”  
 
The wolf totem reminded me how important it is to keep an open mind with working with youth. 
They may appear ferocious at times – but remember – they are just protecting their heart.  
  
Rachel earned her master’s degree in art therapy from Mount Mary University in 
Milwaukee. She enjoys music, art, and time with friends. This is her first term with AmeriCorps.  
 

 

I Only Want to be Perfectly Me 
Angela “Gel” Topetzes 

Wisconsin Association for Homeless and Runaway Services 
The Youth and Family Project 
U.S. Congressional Districts 5 

State Assembly District 58 
State Senate District 20 

 
“I only want to be perfectly me.” 
But the dream of independence became a nightmare of insecurity and brutality 
Corrosive fragments 
“This life is no good” 
Hopeless 
I have to cry 
 
As the darkness settled on the human experience 
Their formerly vibrant selves refused to bow 
Natural elasticity. 
 
The road back to normal life will be repaired. 
Offspring to stay with their parents. 
But it is much more… 
 
Observe and improve the rituals. 
Service for all! 
 
Gel is an art therapist and AmeriCorps member working in the communities of Washington and 
Waukesha Counties. She strives to provide the opportunity for the individual to learn new coping 
skills to aid in their ability to manage stress, social and family conflict, and additional mental 
stressors through the use of creative problem-solving, artistic expression, and community 
support.  
 
 
  

http://www.whats-your-sign.com/totem-wolf-symbols.html
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Influences 
Jaide-Monet Davis 

Wisconsin Association for Homeless and Runaway Services 
Pathfinders 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District 
10th State Assembly District 

4th State Senate District 
 
Painful memories on a daily basis. Continuous disasters in the minds of the youth. Misguided 
souls walking in the mist of the night. Never fully understood by those looking in. Contemplation 
over moving forward or staying comfortable in the mishaps. Easing into adulthood with the 
buildup of insecurities created in the past. Needing a voice to help overcome the anguish. 
These voices are heard to dilute the pain. Making connections never imagining surviving. These 
strangers believe in the hurt felt by the "menaces to society.” They continue to search for their 
inner peace. Setbacks occur and anger arises, the strangers keep calm and continue to 
influence. 
 
Jaide-Monet Davis is a community outreach specialist with Pathfinders with the Street Beat 
team. This past December Jaide-Monet graduated with a master's degree in community 
psychology from Alverno College. During her time as a graduate student Jaide-Monet had the 
opportunity of being an intern therapist at Pathfinders Youth Shelter. Jaide-Monet appreciates 
working with and learning from youth. In the past, she has volunteered with the Boys and Girls 
Club as a soccer coach, Beckham Stapleton Little League as an assistant coach, and has 
worked as a youth worker at Hope House. In the future, Jaide-Monet aspires to be a children's 
therapist working with youth who have experienced traumatic events. 
 

 

Empowerment, Power to the People  
Richard Diaz  

Wisconsin Association for Homeless and Runaway Services 
Pathfinders 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District  
16th State Assembly District  

6th State Senate District  
 
My experience at Pathfinders Drop In-Center has been a most fruitful one for my first time in 
direct service work. Coming from a community organizing background in which community 
members (workers and residents) primary focus has been to assemble collectively and fight for 
social justice or empowerment thru rallying, lobbying, creation of neighborhood organizations, 
prayer vigils, mentoring, and various other tact’s. In my eyes all of those tactics are needed to 
begin to make change, but I feel what I have learned being an AmeriCorps member has opened 
my eyes to skills needed that every individual hoping to make a sustainable social change will 
need to be successful in building the power of the people.  
 
Direct service and community organizing both entail many conversations. With community 
organizing we focus our conversations on community or political issues that directly affect the 
ones we talk to. Often times the goal of the conversation is too push the individual to stand 
alongside those that are already assembled those who are affected by same issues. The 
conversations are normally very intense and build a great sense of hope toward actually 
changing that political or community issue that plagues us all. My time in direct service work has 
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introduced me to many conversations in which the goal of the conversation is to listen to what 
hardships or life obstacles that stand between where that person is and wants to be, a 
conversation that is pertinent for anyone to have no matter their circumstance. These 
conversations end usually with a few small steps that can be worked on to improve their 
situation, not to mention a request for our services offered. Where both worlds meet is the 
space in the conversation that outlines that steps can be made to create change.  
 
Working towards building power for the people comes from building power in our communities 
and ourselves. Before becoming an AmeriCorps member I overlooked the importance of 
building community thru really listening to and caring about each and every individual’s life. 
Without actually listening to what our peoples life situations are and how they are affecting 
them, to assemble those individuals without interpersonally knowing them and how there life 
affects them leaves a group that fights for power externally with hopes to feel empowered 
internally. Being an AmeriCorps member at Pathfinders has better equipped me to help to 
create change in my community by acknowledging that we have to build collectively, but never 
forgetting that we have to build ourselves and help to build others in dire need of help. 
 
Richard Diaz is a 1st year AmeriCorps member serving at Pathfinders in Milwaukee 
 

 

Of Our Homeless Youth  
Dezy St. Nolde  

Wisconsin Association for Homeless and Runaway Services 
Pathfinders 

Wisconsin’s 4th Congressional District  
16th State Assembly District  

6th State Senate District  
 
*This piece is inspired by the pieces of music and poetry recorded by our youth here at 
Pathfinder’s Drop-In Center. They have a story to tell and AmeriCorps has given me the unique 
opportunity to hear their cries first hand. I feel humanely obligated to pass them on.  
 
“What’s wrong with kids today?”  
That’s so easy to say  
Though we’re brought up like humans  
With the expectations of saints  
They lie to us, yet expect us to be truthful  
Assault us, but expect us to be chaste  
They abuse us, yet want us to be gentle  
Keep us pushed away, yet too lazy for the chase  
“The children are our future”  
That’s a sentimental quote  
With the route you have us on  
We’ll be violent, dead or broke  
What’s the point in teaching history?  
Fill our brains with pointless facts  
‘Cause you don’t learn from their mistakes  
But distract us from all that life lacks  
I’m full grown  
But I’m not done growing  
I’ve been blessed with the  
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Curse of colored skin  
Not the perfect shade of light  
But a beautiful deep shade of bruise  
 
Dezy is a first term member at Pathfinders and has recently opened a recording studio and 
taken on a mural project. They are a firm believer in using arts as a way to cope and empower 
our youth to tell their stories 
 

 

Forever Grateful 
Douglas Smith 

Wisconsin Association for Homeless and Runaway Services 
Pathfinders Youth Shelter 

Wisconsin’s 1st Congressional District 
Assembly District 82 

Senate District 28 
 
A year and a half ago, I began a journey in my life that will always hold a special place in my 
heart. Excited, anxious, and frightened, it was at that time I began my first year of AmeriCorps 
service. It was impossible for me to realize then what my time as an AmeriCorps member would 
mean for me as an individual, a professional, and as a citizen of my community, state, and 
country.  
 
I started my first year of service at Pathfinders Youth Shelter before graduating with my 
bachelor’s degree. For me, it was the opportunity of a lifetime. I had the chance to begin 
working within my field, gaining “real-world” experience in social work before obtaining my 
degree. As I was previously familiar with Pathfinders Youth Shelter, I was thrilled at the prospect 
of working with such wonderful, knowledgeable, and passionate people at an agency with a 
renowned reputation for its work and its approach to homeless and runaway youth. 
 
As I progressed in my first year of service, I quickly realized that apart from the immense 
personal and professional benefits my AmeriCorps service afforded me, there was something 
much larger happening than simply my own personal gain. I fell in love with the work I was 
doing. My service to runaway and homeless youth and their families gave my life new meaning. 
Serving these wonderful and resilient young people gave me a perspective on life I never had 
before. The opportunity to serve others in this capacity truly changed my life. 
 
After completing my first year of service, I felt compelled to serve another year. No longer was I 
looking at AmeriCorps service through the lens of personal gain – it had taken on newfound 
meaning. Serving others superseded all thoughts of personal gain. I truly love the work I am 
doing through my AmeriCorps service and I will be eternally indebted to the AmeriCorps 
program for the opportunity to realize that a life of serving others is the only life for me. I will 
carry this motivation with me long after I complete my AmeriCorps service. For that, I will be 
forever grateful. 
 
Douglas Smith is a second-year AmeriCorps member serving homeless and runaway youth in 
crisis at Pathfinders Youth Shelter in Milwaukee, WI. 
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Finding My Path As Well As My Passion 
Tanya Nelson 

Project Reach Out 
Human Development Center, Superior, WI 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 28, 73 74, 75, & 87 

State Senate District 10, 25 & 29 
 
I was the intern for Project Reach Out from August 2014 to May 2015. When an available 
AmeriCorps spot opened up I jumped at the opportunity. As an intern I was learning how to 
assist with runaway, homeless, and at-risk youth. I really enjoyed doing my part in helping 
someone else’s life, so I wanted to continue working with Project Reach Out as an AmeriCorps 
member. When we have no youth in crisis and no ongoing students to see we are able to come 
up with ideas to help the youth in our community. Some ideas involve preventing bullying, 
promoting internet safety, drug prevention and a number of other things. This is where I realized 
that I had a passion for drug prevention. So far this year I have held tables at local schools and 
had material for parents on how to talk to their children about drugs. Many parents assume that 
their children know they don’t want them to use drugs but don’t actually say the words to them. I 
also volunteered to teach a 3rd grade drug prevention curriculum called Too Good For Drugs. 
We are currently in three different schools and working on adding a fourth school. This program 
teaches students to not use drugs but also about setting and reaching goals, having a healthy 
body, I-messaging, and peer pressure. These are all skills that can help prevent students from 
becoming at-risk in the future. While I am in the schools I have the opportunity to tell the staff 
about Project Reach Out and what services we can provide. My supervisor, Jane Larson, and I 
also go into the 9th grade keystone classes and talk about drug prevention twice a year for two 
days. So every 9th grader in Superior High School knows who we are and that they can contact 
us any time especially in times of crisis. A 2008 survey by the United States Conference of 
Mayors asked 25 cities for their top three causes of homelessness. Substance abuse was the 
single largest cause of homelessness for single adults (reported by 68% of cities). Substance 
abuse was also mentioned by 12% of cities as one of the top three causes of homelessness for 
families. The National Coalition for the Homeless states that two-thirds of homeless people 
report that drugs and/or alcohol were a major reason for their becoming homeless. The statistics 
are out there for everyone to read but to make a difference we really need to get to the youth. I 
am passionate about drug prevention because I feel that it can eliminate a great deal of our 
future generation’s homelessness. 
 
Tanya Nelson is serving as a 1st year AmeriCorps member at the Human Development Center 
with the program Project Reach Out in Superior, Wisconsin.  
 

 

How My Service Impacts My Future Decision Making – My Moment of Awareness 
Aaron Nelson 

Project Reach Out 
Human Development Center, Superior, WI 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly 28, 73, 74, 75 & 87 

State Senate District 10, 25 & 29 
  
Before my years of service as an AmeriCorps member with Project Reach Out, I didn’t think 
about what I bought or what I prioritized as needs in my daily life. I would make rash buying 
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decisions and end up purchasing things I never needed to begin with. I never thought about 
what I really needed rather than what I wanted. I never considered that there are so many 
individuals all over the world and in our local communities that just want to have a roof over their 
heads and food in their stomach’s – their priorities are for simple essential survival needs that 
most people take for granted on a daily basis.  
 
I now find myself thinking about and only buying what I really need and donating more to 
individuals less fortunate than myself and my family. I now donate my children’s gently used 
clothing that they have out-grown instead of keeping them boxed to sell at the yearly family 
garage sale. I feel other folks can benefit more from the gently used clothing and household 
items I donate than I can from the little bit of money I would earn and would probably spend on 
things we really don’t need. 
 
Throughout my last four years of service with AmeriCorps, my service has really opened my 
eyes to the needs and struggles of individuals in many different situations all over the world and 
in my local communities. Because of what I have learned, observed, and partaken in throughout 
this time I feel I have changed and I will continue to do all I can do to help those less fortunate 
than myself and in need. 
 
I am an outgoing individual who is willing to experiment with whatever new strategies it takes in 
order to complete the task that is in front of me. I am willing to help and would never turn down 
or refuse to help anyone asking for/needing assistance – even when the situations they are in 
are difficult and hard. Because of my service I now believe when someone is in need of some 
kind of assistance, no matter whether it is an emotional / educational need or a physical need - 
such as food / shelter, we as individuals need to answer the call and make an effort to help 
those less fortunate than we are. This is by far one of the most important things I have learned 
as a WAHRS AmeriCorps member over my past years of service. 
 
Aaron Nelson is currently serving as a 4th year member of AmeriCorps at the Human 
Development Center with Project Reach Out and is a full-time college student. He is working to 
complete his criminal justice and human service degrees.  
 

 

Why? 
Erin Langler 

Wisconsin Association for Homeless and Runaway Services 
SAFE Haven of Racine, Inc. 

Wisconsin 1st Congressional District 
Wisconsin State Assembly District 66 

Wisconsin State Senate District 22 
 
“Why?” usually becomes most everyone’s follow-up question when I tell them I am an 
AmeriCorps member this year, and it is usually accompanied by an incredulous look, eyebrows 
raised and head pulled back. I understand their disbelief. I had a career as a teacher. I have a 
master’s degree. I could have probably found a position with a much larger living stipend… But I 
always respond by saying, “I wanted to be of service.” Honestly, I enjoyed teaching, but I was 
overwhelmed by the reality of the social issues spilling over into the classroom and affecting my 
students’ education. Not only was I a teacher, I was a counselor, social worker, mother, and 
myriad other roles. It became clear to me that my passion was much more aligned with helping 
at-risk youth in a social service capacity rather than as their educator. I remain passionate about 
education, and I tout its importance to all youth that I work with, but my place is working with 
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youth one-to-one, inspiring trust and confidence. I applied for AmeriCorps in the hopes of 
gaining experience in social services that would bolster the education and experience that I 
already have, but what ultimately drew me to AmeriCorps was the chance to give of myself 
freely. I had been craving the opportunity to devote myself to something larger than myself, and 
I have always wanted to help others.  
 
Honestly, as cliché as it sounds, I have been learning more from the youth I have worked with 
than they have learned from me. I have been working closely with a young woman named 
Aaliyah. Recently, we worked together to prepare a speech that she gave for an event I 
organized to raise awareness for youth homelessness. I was so proud of her eloquence and 
fearlessness. She told her story without holding back any details. She made herself vulnerable 
to judgment in the hope that her story would help someone who might be feeling alone. From 
Aaliyah, I have learned that your past does not define you, and we are always a work in 
progress. All it takes is setting a goal for yourself, and you can change your life. 
I am looking at this year of service as a chance to learn what it means to put others before 
myself, a chance to learn about the lives of at-risk youth instead of their statistics, and a chance 
to enlarge my worldview which will inform my future professional endeavors.  
 
Erin is a graduate of Loyola University Chicago. She hopes to translate her year of service with 
AmeriCorps into an opportunity to work within the non-profit realm in the Milwaukee area, with 
the possibility of pursuing her MSW degree in the future. 
 

 

Rebuilding Lives 
Sheri Carson 

Wisconsin Association for Homeless and Runaway Services 
Walker's Point Youth and Family Center 

U.S. Congressional District #4 
Assembly District #16 

Senate District #6 
 
As a Youth and Family Specialist at Walker's Point Youth and Family Center, I serve a 
population that has endured and survived traumatic experiences. Our targeted population may 
or may not have a diagnosis of mental or substance abuse disorders, have experienced life-
changing events related to crime, violence, poverty, or lack of housing. In consideration of client 
and family needs, it is my goal as a vessel at Walker’s Point Youth and Family Center to 
implement trauma-informed care practices. Trauma-informed care involves understanding, 
recognizing and responding appropriately to the effects of all types of trauma.  
 
As a dedicated professional, I have gained insight regarding one’s ability to heal and recover 
from trauma. There are many ways that I implement trauma-informed care as a youth and family 
specialist: beginning by building rapport and a trusting relationship with the youth and families 
are essential. In addition, I take advantage of the opportunities provided to me through group 
facilitation and one-to-one interaction to foster resiliency, safe and healthy coping skills, and 
individual strengths, as well as reliable support systems. 
 
Sheri is a second year AmeriCorps member, with significant experience in supporting families 
and at-risk youth. She is interested in continuing in the field of professional counseling. 
 
 
 



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

Collaborations  
Kathryn Caves  

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
Boys and Girls Clubs of the Fox Valley  

US Congress District 6 and 8  
Wisconsin Assembly Districts 5, 53, 54, 55, 56, and 57  

Wisconsin Senate Districts 2 and 19  
  
When I became an AmeriCorps member I did not realize what kinds of wonderful opportunities 
and experiences I would come across. As someone who is relatively new to the helping 
profession I was excited to have the chance to network and collaborate with other area 
organizations. What I came to realize, after my first couple interagency meetings and 
collaborations, not only was it a chance to network with other organizations, but it allowed all 
agencies to see where the gaps are with each group of clients we all serve in the Fox Valley 
area. These meetings assist all agencies in creating a better community for all residents. To be 
a part of the larger picture of creating a better community for all in the area that I live is so 
inspiring and empowering that I can make an impact and make a positive change in the world 
around me. One quote I often live by is, “be the change you want to see in the world,” and I truly 
think that my AmeriCorps experience is allowing me to live by this quote and be the change.  
  
Kathryn is in her first service term as an AmeriCorps member. Kathryn possesses an 
associate’s degree in human services and is currently completing her bachelor’s degree in 
human development and family studies through University of Wisconsin-Stout. Upon completion 
of her term of service, Kathryn is looking forward to continuing her work with children and 
families.  
  

 

Help for All  
Marisa Janssen  

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
Boys and Girls Clubs of the Fox Valley  

US Congress District 6 and 8  
Wisconsin Assembly Districts 5, 53, 54, 55, 56, and 57  

Wisconsin Senate Districts 2 and 19  
  
Our program targets runaway and homeless youth as well as youth who have been kicked out 
of their homes. As a part of our program, we give away care packages which consist of health 
and hygiene items to families with children in their homes. It includes everything from full size 
bottles of shampoo and conditioner to toilet paper and laundry detergent. It is a way to help out 
families who may be struggling to afford these expensive items.  
  
We also go down to the transit center once a month to give away small health and hygiene 
packets. These are small baggies that consist of trial size shampoo, conditioner, soap, 
toothpaste, etc. Although we are a youth serving organization, we make a point to offer these 
packets to anybody at the transit center that may need one. We find that the majority of the 
people taking these packets are older adults, although we do get some students taking them 
also. Even though we do focus on serving youth, I think it is important that we also help out 
adults if we are able. We try our best to collaborate with other nonprofits in the area to make 
sure we are fulfilling all the needs in the community. Sometimes if we have the means and the 
opportunity to help populations that we aren’t necessarily intended to serve, we should try our 
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best to satisfy this need. Everybody needs a little help now and then and if we are only focused 
on helping youth, we might miss somebody that is in serious need right in front of us.  
  
 Marisa Janssen is currently in her first term of AmeriCorps service. She graduated from the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison with degrees in legal studies and political science and a 
certificate in criminal justice. She enjoys spending her free time with her schnoodle, Betsy.  
  

 

The Importance of Small Steps  
Caitlin Turner  

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
Boys & Girls Clubs of the Fox Valley  

US Congress District 6 and 8  
Wisconsin Assembly Districts 5, 53, 54, 55, 56, and 57  

Wisconsin Senate Districts 2 and 19  
  
When I first became a member of AmeriCorps, I was excited to work with disadvantaged and at-
risk youth although I knew it may be an uphill battle. My AmeriCorps experience has been 
fantastic and I feel that our team at Runaway & Homeless Youth Services has collaborated in a 
way that can best serve the youth in our area. We have been able to reach youth through 
school presentations, community presentations, gay/straight alliance meetings, lunch 
outreaches, street outreach, and care package giveaway days over the last several months. 
This year, there are only three AmeriCorps members at our site when there has been at least 
four, yet we have been able to tackle the issue of runaways in a positive and refreshing way. 
We have been able to reach over 3,200 youth since the start of September. I am amazed by the 
other two members’ dedication and hard work to help make a difference in these youths’ lives. I 
am impressed daily by their skills and positive attitudes.  
 
In September, we attended a training about Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children 
presented by the Sexual Assault Crisis Center and the Girls Education & Mentoring Program 
founded in New York. I was astounded by the fact that the Fox Valley is the third largest area in 
Wisconsin for human trafficking. We were trained as facilitators to help spread awareness, and 
we work directly with runaways who are a huge portion of children who are being sexually 
trafficked. A few months later, we presented to the staff at our site about this mountain of an 
issue. After the presentation to over 20 staff members, I received an email from a branch 
director staff member who was impressed by our presentation and she wanted us to continue to 
spread awareness and our education about the topic. There are days that may feel long and 
where I think I am not making a difference because we are not always able to see the impact 
that we have on others; however, I feel empowered with the knowledge and tools that I have 
been given from the opportunity of being an AmeriCorps member and I know that I am making a 
difference, even if it is just small step up a mountain.  
  
Caitlin Turner is a first-year AmeriCorps member with plans to return for a second year of 
service. This past year, Caitlin married her husband and graduated with her bachelor’s degree 
in human services at the University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh. Caitlin is currently in progress with 
her first master’s degree in criminal justice at the University of Wisconsin-Platteville and she is 
also completing a certificate in child advocacy studies.  
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AmeriCorps Reflections 
K. Joslin 

Wisconsin Association for Homeless and Runaway Services 
US Congress District 7 

Wisconsin Assembly District 34 
Wisconsin Senate District 12 

 
The first leg of this AmeriCorps journey of mine has been personally profound. My favorite part 
of the Kids In Need Youth Program is the youth out-reach we do at middle schools all over the 
Northern counties of Wisconsin, and our weekly lunch out-reach at the Rhinelander High School 
and middle school. Although this requires a lot of coordination and scheduling with co-workers, 
it’s fun and effective. Almost every presentation we give to a 6th grade class results in calls to 
our hotline while the number of drop-in kids to our teen-center consistently grows. Like a little 
herd of wild ponies, they storm in after school every day and re-wreck the rec. room. An 
awesomely diverse little herd they are, and they are really filling the place up.  
  
With regret and my deepest sympathy I must apologize for not having more to say about 
everything. Due to recent tragic events in our community and involving one of our youth; the 
overwhelming sentiments for me at this time are shock and horror. Most other community 
members I’ve spoken with feel the same.  
 
The 17-year-old girl involved had visited our drop-in center about 14 days prior to this incident; 
and thus I met a murderer. This tragedy demonstrates; with disturbing clarity, the genuine need 
for our services and others like us. 
 
Katie Joslin is a first-year AmeriCorps member serving with Kids IN Need in Rhinelander WI. 
 

AmeriCorps Reflections 
Angela Dexter 

Wisconsin Association for Homeless and Runaway Services 
US Congress District 7 

Wisconsin Assembly District 34 
Wisconsin Senate District 12 

 
Teenagers today are faced with a whole new set of struggles. The new explosion of technology 
and the pressure to keep up with latest gadgets, the pressure to be popular, having too many 
friends and being unable to please them all or not enough friends to fill their time. Expectations 
set too high by their parents or teachers. Having no expectations or guidelines, leaving them 
with little to desire or hope for. The struggle to have enough food to eat, forced responsibility for 
younger siblings; forced to act as a parent, although they are children themselves, broken 
homes, drug/alcohol addicted parents; dealing with an addiction of their own. This is a touch of 
the struggles that youth face today. Where do I stand in all of this, what can I possibly offer? 
Only me that is all I have to offer. Only me is all that I need to be. Simple, yet full of imagination; 
unorganized but consistent and sincere; dedicated, open-minded and tolerant. Our youth do not 
need someone to swoop in and save the day; they need someone who will listen without 
judging, offer advice without being forceful, be realistic without crushing their hopes and 
dreams, be observant and respectful of their thoughts and emotions, someone to be cheerful 
and dependable, patient and understanding. I may be only me; but only me is all I have to be. I 
have patience and understanding. I am an AmeriCorps member and “I will carry this 
commitment with me this year and beyond.” (AmeriCorps Pledge)  
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Angela Dexter is a first-year AmeriCorps member serving with Kids In Need in Rhinelander WI. 
 

 
Kalee Luedtke 

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
Family Services Open Door Youth Services 

US Congress District 8 
Wisconsin Assembly Districts 90, 88, 5, 4 

Wisconsin Senate Districts 30, 2 
 
Being an AmeriCorps Street Outreach member, I have had the opportunity to strengthen and 
reunite families, promote self-sufficiency, and assure safe and stable housing for youth in Brown 
County; however, nothing will ever be more rewarding to me as being able to get out in the 
community and interact with youth on a personal basis. On any given weekend you can find me 
at schools, parks, the mall, even at the local McDonald’s; making youth aware of the services 
that are available to them.  
 
I will never forget the blustery November day doing outreach at the mall. I approached two 
teenage girls and sparked a conversation. After offering them each resource cards, I went on 
with my outreach. About an hour had passed and I had spoken to a majority of youth in the mall 
that day. As I was leaving, I saw one of the girls I gave a resource card to waiting by the doors- 
without her friend. I offered her a warm smile and started walking to my car. Several seconds 
later I heard the girl yelling “Wait up!” It wasn’t long before she very courageously opened up 
about her home life and asked if I could help. Although she was not a proper fit for Open Door 
Youth Services, I was able refer and explain to her proper resources that her family could 
benefit from.  
 
Nothing can compare to the relief and satisfaction that I saw on the girl’s face when I told her 
help was available. I’m not sure if it was my goofy introduction when I originally introduced 
myself to the girls, or if it was the heart-felt smile I gave her, but I am forever grateful that the girl 
felt comfortable enough to approach me and ask for help. Thanks to AmeriCorps, I have had the 
ability to impact many youth like this, and I am forever grateful.  
 
Kalee is a senior at St. Norbert College graduating with a sociology human services degree. 
This is her first term with AmeriCorps.  
 

 

HOPE 
Wendy Fletcher 

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
CAP Services’ Family Crisis Center 

7th Congressional District 
Assembly District 71 

Senate District 24 
 
 
People need others in their life to get through the rough days; we all need that extra special care 
to help us find our way. 
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Some of us are born into it, others find a friend. Many of do not get either, and are left with just 
themselves to fend. 
 
I wake up every morning and go on with my life living day to day, what I do not always realize is 
that many people struggle, feeling they will never find their own way. 
 
There are organizations that step forward and reach out when someone is feeling lost, then 
there are people to stand in without ever counting the costs. 
 
With the help of the Family Crisis Center and WAHRS I am now an AmeriCorps member for a 
year. Homelessness and runaway services for youth I advocate for all to hear. 
 
Paperwork, meetings, education and boundaries are all ours to bear, but the best part of the day 
is when a youth walks in or we find one “out there.” 
 
These are the times when we should see laughs and lights in their eyes, their biggest concern 
should be school, homework and afternoon good-byes. 
 
They come to us already seeing more then I have ever known, and the evils of the world, they 
have already been repeatedly shown. 
 
They are told they are broken, disobedient and have no meaning, so they inflict pain to 
themselves to prove they really do have feeling. 
 
They seem as if they are tired of being fixed like a broken toy, but really all that any one wants is 
to see them feel hope or a little joy. 
 
I have asked myself how we survive in a world of broken hearts; I have come to realize that with 
every laughing moment or smile, it is the beginning of a new start. 
 
You have all left a piece of you with me in every drawing, bracelet or song; I will always continue 
to wonder about you, long after you are gone. 
 
Wendy Fletcher is originally from Plover Wisconsin. Wendy is a senior at UWSP, majoring in 
sociology and social work. This is Wendy’s first year in AmeriCorps serving out of CAP 
Services’ Family Crisis Center. 
 

 

Give me an ‘A’! Give me a ‘M’! 
Cassiti Schultz 

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
CAP Services’ Family Crisis Center 

7th Congressional District 
Assembly District 71 

Senate District 24 
 
A: All of my experiences, trainings, events, opportunities, and privileges I have encountered in 
this position with improve my professionalism upon graduation in search of a full time job. 
M: My coworkers, WAHRS, and AmeriCorps have been supportive and helpful through difficult 
times, moments of confusion, and daily accomplishments.  
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E: Everyone out there is looking for some sort of support, as youth advocates, we are able to 
provide that to our county’s teens in need.  
R: Reflecting on my work and taking the time to evaluate the changes we are making in our 
community is crucial and has helped me keep my work life and social life separate. 
I: I am so thankful to have become a part of AmeriCorps; it has opened so many doors to 
endless opportunities in the non-profit field.  
C: Continuing educating ourselves through trainings and conferences has benefited our 
community’s youth and has allowed for countless learning opportunities for myself and the youth 
I work with. 
O: Our status as students reflects our desire to network with other professionals in the field and 
AmeriCorps has given us these opportunities and allowed us to do so. 
R: Resources can be passed on to the youth we reach out to in our programs and by having 
knowledge and support of these matters, those youth can receive the assistance they need. 
P: Professionals we have met and learned from have taught us many useful tactics when 
approaching, conversing, and advocating youth.  
S: Simple pleasures come from realizing the need for services directed to our community’s 
youth and being able to provide those changes and witness the positive outcomes.  
 
Cassiti Schultz is originally from Embarrass, WI and is currently a senior at UWSP graduating 
with a Bachelor of Science in child, youth, and family studies with a minor in Spanish. This is 
Cassiti’s first year as an AmeriCorps member serving out of CAP Services’ Family Crisis 
Center.  
 

 

Balancing Suffering  
Eric Upchurch 

Briarpatch Street Outreach Program 
Wisconsin’s 2nd Congressional District 

77th State Assembly District  
26th State Senate District  

 
 
“… and it’s just been so hard for me, dealing with the pain.” I overheard Deb’s familiar voice as I 
was conversing with one of the few youth that managed to make their way into Madison’s Bethel 
Lutheran Church Homeless services. Madison is "home" to over 6,000 homeless as of 2013 
according to The Homeless Research Institute. Bethel Lutheran's Homeless services saw over 
20,000 visitors of which 13,000 were non-duplicated. For me, Bethel is a part of my Street 
Outreach round of sites to visit. For 13,000, it's 8 hours of warmth and shelter, and their only 
mean of the day.  
 
Deb was sharing with, great pain and great courage, her story of tribulation. She wanted to 
share, and her generosity flowed with an occasional tear that formed a wave around the table of 
active listeners. She recalled our one-on-one talks – one of those positively weird types that 
recognize there is more to the world than we can see. She looked up with misty eyes and said, 
“I know I can’t give up. I know this has to have meaning.”  
 
Being an intentional and faithful practitioner of mindfulness and meditation, I've made a habit of 
studying the different perspectives of the universe and this common thread of connectivity and 
wholeness that permeates them all. In our many talks, Deb and I have shared from this study; 
and the common theme has been the embracing of hardship as a step on one's unique journey 
to fulfilling their purpose.  
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"I admire you," I said, wiping my eye. "You are building off of your suffering and turning it into a 
tool of development and insight, and I am so thankful that you will be able to help guide others 
to understanding as they make their way through what you've experienced. How can I support 
you in this?"  
 
She told me that she wanted to learn more about meditation and develop a practice that will 
help her to connect with herself and gain a deeper clarity, something that will help her teach. I 
told her about the free Vipassana retreat where I learned the technique that I now practice and 
teach.  
 
Today, Deb is meditating and teaching; and although she has not expelled her suffering, she 
has certainly regained her peace and balance of mind.  
 
Eric Steven Upchurch II is a formerly homeless graduate of UW-Madison with a BS in consumer 
affairs/ business, a strategic consultant, community organizer and activist with Young Gifted and 
Black, Operation Welcome Home and Freedom Inc., and an AmeriCorps street outreach 
specialist with Briarpatch Youth Services in Madison, WI 
 

 

Who Are You? 
Cheng Yang 

Wisconsin Association of Homeless and Runaway Services 
Walker's Point Youth and Family Center 

U.S. Congressional District #4 
Assembly District #16 

Senate District #6 
 
I chose to apply to be an AmeriCorps member and work as a youth & family specialist at 
Walker’s Point Youth & Family Center because of my life experience. I have made it through 
many tough years in refugee camps and here in America. As a youth & family specialist, I have 
the dedication to prove to you that nothing is difficult if you work hard and stay focused. Take 
care of yourself and believe in your dream, and do not give up.  
 
Being a refugee kid who was born during the Vietnam War in Laos in 1969 and who was taken 
out of Laos in 1975 by my parents to escape harsh treatment and threat of death was not easy. 
I was about six years old when it was time to leave for safety to Thailand. Today, I still have 
memories of walking through deep jungles, streams and rivers, and high mountains. What I do 
not remember today are the nights with my parents, and how we slept through the nights 
without good blankets or mosquito nets. I was told later that this long and scary journey took us 
a month to reach the border of Thailand. My family arrived in the refugee camp safely, but other 
families did not, because of the landmines or being ambushed by Vietnamese soldiers. I spent 
21 years of my life in a refugee camp before arriving in America. Although life in the camp was 
very tough, I did what I could to learn Thai, Laos, and my own language. The hardest part of my 
life has been to start school again as an adult after arriving in Milwaukee in 1993. I know 
education can be challenging, boring, and time-consuming all at the same time, but what can 
you do if you do not have a degree? Can you have a good life without higher education?  
 
Cheng Yang graduated from Lakeland College with a master’s degree in community counseling. 
He is currently in his first year of service as an AmeriCorps member, and is a post-graduate 
student with the marriage and family therapy program at Aurora Family Service.  
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Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, 
Trade and Consumer Protection 
Wisconsin Farm to School Program 
 

 
 

The AmeriCorps Farm to School program gives communities the capacity to build and extend 

Farm to School activities through the work of AmeriCorps members. Our members work hard 

to provide nutrition education, build school gardens, connect farmers to school systems 

through procurement and farmer visits to the classroom, and developing community 

advocate groups to continue the important work of implementing Farm to School. Our 

members are diligent workers and passionate about serving their communities to create 

access to healthy whole foods and connect local food systems to the community. They are 

creative in spirit and approach in all that they do. 
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The Future of School Food 
Christopher Bauer 

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
CESA Purchasing: Nutrition Program 

U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 77  

State Senate District 26 
 
Looking back on what I knew then (when I started in farm to school), and what I know now, it 
has been a long journey in a short time. The learning has come from many unexpected sources 
not directly tied to schools: hospitals, restaurants, gardeners, food businesses, soil scientists, 
entrepreneurs. I have spoken with teachers, parents, local businesses, kids, and other adults 
concerned with the future of our food, environment and economy. 
 
I have been many unexpected places trying to understand how food is grown, processes, 
distributed, prepared, eaten and not eaten. I have been to farms in rural Wisconsin and to farms 
the inner city of Milwaukee. Farming is as diverse in size, type and place as is our diversity of 
people. I have visited large processors that take up a city block, and to places where spinach is 
processed in an old washing machine. I have been to school kitchens of all sizes, in both the 
city, and in the country. I have attended conferences with people from throughout Wisconsin, 
the Midwest and beyond (thanks to our virtual world-the internet). 
 
I don’t quite have a complete answer to the “future of food,” and more specifically the future of 
school food, but I do know one thing. People of all walks of life are actively involved, trying hard, 
sharing ideas, sharing resources, sharing their stories. As long as we have the diversity of 
people, place and great stories to tell, we can be sure that we will achieve the goals of growing 
healthy food, and of having access to nutritional foods, for all. And if we can bring the diversity 
of people, places and types of farming that we have in Wisconsin, to how we source and 
distribute school foods, we can provide a robust future for school food. The “one-size-fits-all” 
solution that is common to many large programs, has no basis in nature, and does not match 
our Wisconsin landscape, of both people and place. The future of school foods can be found in 
the strength that is us: “diversity of solutions.” 
 
Christopher Bauer is serving a second year as a community outreach member, advocating for 
fresh farm foods at a co-op of nutrition directors that purchase for, and serve, 57 school districts 
throughout Wisconsin. Christopher has been an advocate for local foods and producers since 
moving to Madison five years ago. Since then, Christopher has been getting to know/telling the 
story of local foods by meeting with farmers and producers first-hand, and by hearing their 
unique stories. 
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AmeriCorps Reflection Story 
Cynthia Cameron 

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Spooner School District 

US Congressional District 7 
Wisconsin’s 73rd Assembly District 

Wisconsin State Senate 25th District 
 
Signing up to be the nutrition and community educator at the same time has not been what I 
thought it would be. I have learned many things from the teachers, farmers, gardeners, and the 
kids. 
 
The Spooner school system has under gone many changes and they have affected everyone 
that works with the kids. The changes have made it hard on the teachers. They have more 
things to do and less help and time to do it. This has made it hard to find the time to get into the 
class room and present lessons. But I have been lucky to have exceptionally caring teachers 
that have worked hard to fit time into the schedules for me to present my lessons. 
 
During the Harvest of the Month presentations the kids have been very receptive, much more 
than I had expected. They stop me in the store to ask me when and what we will be tasting next. 
I was talking to the UW Extension Nutrition Coordinator and she informed me a woman told 
about her child loving the hummus tasting and how glad she was that the school had a program 
like that. Another time was when some parents stopped me about the harvesting of the garden. 
They were surprised at what their kids tasted and liked. 
 
I have to say that I was really happy to hear that the kids were liking the tasting and wanted to 
have more. When you see the smile and excitement on their faces it makes it worth the time 
and effort. 
 
I have worked with kids my whole life but never thought I would end up at Farm to School. I 
have a degree in health and wellness and was not sure where that would lead me but am glad 
that it is with the school system. I enjoy being outside, growing and eating veggies and including 
the kids has been very rewarding. 
 
Cynthia Cameron is married with two children who keep her busy. A former child care teacher, 
Cynthia is active in the community through volunteering and teaching in the afterschool 
program. Recently Cynthia graduated with a bachelor’s degree in health and wellness. Next, 
Cynthia plans on becoming a master gardener. 
 

 

A Year’s Experience  
Claire Mesesan  

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
REAP Food Group  

2nd Congressional District 
State Assembly District 76  

State Senate District 26 
 
I was looking for an opportunity to begin. After graduating college last May, I wanted to begin 
creating a career for myself in the field of sustainable food systems, built by environmentally 
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conscious agricultural practices. The Farm to School program offered me that beginning – it 
allows me to serve by increasing access to locally and sustainably grown foods and educating 
on food and its accompanying systems and sources. 
 
As an AmeriCorps member, I grow. I interact with elementary school students and re-orient their 
relationship to food. I hope as they learn about the importance of healthy soil and how 
pollinators are instrumental to growing food, they develop an ethic of care. I hope that by 
learning, students recognize their part in caring for an endlessly providing earth. 
 
I hope that by seeing their food through re-oriented eyes, students cultivate a sense of justice. 
When we discuss food systems and all of the people involved in bringing food from farm to 
table, I hope they take interest in the human aspect of food. They come to know our global food 
system as a chain of human interactions; it begins with farmers and continues with truck drivers, 
maybe even ship captains. It moves across distances through the hands of fruit pickers and 
processors to our grocery stores. I hope by illustrating this chain that students realize that our 
food comes not only from a healthy ecosystem but also through the work of people. 
 
As hosted by a nonprofit organization, I observe. I learn how development meets programming, 
through which I act. I see what is needed to create a functioning organization founded on ideas. 
I am a part of a realized mission. 
 
As an individual building a career with this service as a beginning, I reflect and anticipate. 
During my service, I identified mission-oriented work as important to me. I see community 
building achieved by focusing on a common need – food. I see students becoming empowered 
in their knowledge and choices. This is work I want to build on. 
 
Claire Mesesan is a California native inspired by nature to act and serve. She believes food can 
transform. 
 

 

Children Make the Best Listeners 
Emily Verbeten  

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Winnebago County 

6th Congressional District 
Assembly District 54  

State Senate District 18 
 
As an AmeriCorps Farm to School member I am extremely proud to be able to help play a 
critical role in promoting healthy and nutritious foods to young students in the community. A key 
part of my position is to teach lessons on nutrition, healthy eating, and locally grown foods. 
Before I began my job as a nutrition educator, I assumed engaging students in learning about 
these topics would be a fairly difficult task; however, I am consistently proven wrong. 
 
The majority of the students I’ve been working with, I’ve found, are very eager to learn more 
about nutrition and healthy eating. During lessons, they continually ask questions and share 
stories about their own eating habits, as well as the habits of their families. A simple question I 
like to ask the students is, “Where does our food come from?” A number of students typically 
respond back with an answer similar to, “the grocery store?” The simple fact that the students 
don’t realize their food, many times, comes from gardens and farms amazes me. They are, 
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however, very curious in learning more about nutrition, new foods, where our food in fact does 
originate from, and how it is harvested. 
 
One story in particular that I enjoy sharing with others pertains to a young fourth grade student 
in one of the schools I was teaching at. After the lesson, she grabbed my hand, took me out to 
her locker and asked me a question about her snack that she had brought that day. She looked 
up at me with eager eyes, took out her snack from her backpack and said, “Ms. Emily, is this a 
healthy snack?” It felt so good to realize she had indeed been listening to my lesson and it had 
made an impact on her. The snack she pulled out of her backpack was a bag of “muddy buddy” 
chex mix aka, puppy chow. Just like we had discussed in the lesson, I went on to explain to her 
again that this snack was considered a “sometimes” food. More or less, a food we should only 
choose to eat every now and then. She looked back at me with a smile and said, “Thank you 
Ms. Emily, thank you for teaching us about good nutrition.” I left the school feeling very satisfied 
that day. 
 
Food and childhood obesity have always been passions of mine. Today’s food production has 
resulted in cheap food for Americans, which is affecting our health and the health of our 
children. Ideally I would love for all children to grow up knowing what healthy food is, where it 
comes from, as well as to learn to care for the land where it is produced. Being able to take my 
passion and apply it to my work has been an extremely gratifying experience for me. I feel that I 
am continuing in the effort to help create a healthier food environment. 
 
Emily Verbeten is a recent graduate from the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point with a 
bachelor’s degree in health promotion and wellness with an emphasis on wellness coaching. 
Living a healthy lifestyle brings happiness and balance to Emily’s life and she will continually try 
to promote and share her ideas with others in the community. Some of Emily’s hobbies include, 
healthy cooking, running, dancing and gardening. 
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Farm to School in 1169 Words 
Ida Yu 

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
REAP Food Group 

US Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 76 and 77 

State Senate District 26 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Ida Yu is a computer scientist turned local food systems supporter who is passionate about 
teaching our kids the importance of good, local food and the significance of small farms. She 
loves seeing the smiles on students' faces as they eat and enjoy their local Thursday snacks 
and the new foods they try during their Farm to School nutrition lessons. 
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The Garden Through A Child’s Eyes  
Jasmyn Schmidt 

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Northland Pines School District  

Congressional District 7  
State Assembly District 35  

State Senate District 12 
 
He looks, but doesn’t speak. 
Big, green, bright. Small steps, he hesitates. Looks, this way, and that. 
Down one row, and up the next. 
An unfamiliar world. 
He reaches out toward the squash with it’s prickly, stickly stems. 
One fingertip grazes the new surface, eyebrows raise. 
A few steps more, to the woolly thyme, fingers outstretched, more willingly. 
This time a smile, he pulls some leaves, and rubs them on his face. 
Fragrance spreads through the air, warm sweet, spicy. 
He is handed a tomato. 
Small, red, shiny. He pops it in his mouth. 
Bites, it squirts, seeds on his little chin. 
Smiles again, and laughs. 
A memory is made, he likes this place. 
 
Jasmyn Schmidt is an educator, master gardener volunteer and mother of three sons in Eagle 
River, Wisconsin. She shares her love of local foods and home growing with children through 
the Farm to School program and Community Gardening. 
 

 

AmeriCorps Member Reflection 
Jean Oberstadt  

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
UW Extension Waupaca County 

U.S. Congressional District 8  
Wisconsin State Assembly District 40  

Wisconsin State Senate District 14 
 
My desire to serve in the AmeriCorps Farm to School AmeriCorps program stems from my 
passions. My passions include nutrition, the critical role that good nutrition plays in supporting 
good health and disease prevention, and my greater desire to enhance the lives of others. 
These passions translate into understanding the importance of consuming whole, real, nutrient 
dense, local foods and desiring to help others understand and incorporate healthy eating habits 
into their lifestyles. Serving in the AmeriCorps Farm to School program allows me the 
opportunity to reach out to students, families, and the community in ways that support all of my 
passions. 
 
Education is my profession and teaching students lessons on food and nutrition is a core task in 
my volunteer position. Lessons include offering samples of local, whole, real, nutrient dense 
produce along with teaching nutrition and healthy eating information. The hands-on, active 
lessons are designed to help students realize the value of these foods. In addition, students get 
the positive experience of tasting food samples. Proof of this being a positive experience is 
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evident in their multiple requests for more food samples! It is very rewarding to hear students 
say, “I didn’t think I liked spinach, but this tastes really good,” or “This salad (with all the different 
plant parts) is really good!” This positive tasting and education experience inspires them to go 
home and offer suggestions to their families of new wholesome foods to include in their families’ 
diets. 
 
This work of guiding children and families back to consuming more local, whole, real, nutrient 
dense foods is IMPORTANT work with a HUGE impact. Starting with the children, there is much 
evidence that good nutrition affects students’ ability to learn better. In families, we know that 
eating nutrient dense foods can reduce the incidences of illness and disease concerns. In 
addition, our communities are impacted by giving much needed credit and support to the local 
food producers. This creates a situation where everyone wins! 
 
Connecting with and working alongside students, teaching and school staff, producers, and 
other Farm to School volunteers and support staff has been a very rewarding experience. As a 
result of my service, I am realizing that I would like to stay in a leadership role both inside and 
outside of my volunteer position. My desire is to continue to guide and influence families and our 
community to understand the need for locally grown foods and to support our local producers. 
Together we can all experience the health and social benefits of consuming healthy foods and 
encouraging a strong, healthy local food system. 
 
Jean Oberstadt is a semi-retired teaching professional with a lifelong passion for health and 
wellness. This passion has presented itself through many teaching experiences both in public 
schools and local communities. It has also propelled her to further her education by obtaining 
certifications as a health educator, certified health specialist, and certified nutritional counselor. 
 

 

AmeriCorps Service Story 
Jennifer Robey  

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Dunn County, WI 

3rd Congressional District  
29th WI State Assembly District  

10th WI State Senate District 
 

Content 
Try “Naw” Things 

 
In October, we held an event for food day, where elementary school students got to write on a 
big sheet of poster paper how they eat healthy, or what the grow in a garden. One little girl was 
so excited to say that she tries new things, but when she wrote it on the poster it said, “try naw 
things.” Little did she know, “try naw things,” would become my personal motto for the 
remainder of my AmeriCorps service. 
 
When I first started my service I was really nervous, because I didn’t really know anything about 
local food, or gardening. I grew up on a rural dairy farm, so I had some background knowledge, 
but I wasn’t confident enough in my limited knowledge of gardening to feel like I could 
implement a school garden, or convince community members that they should support farm to 
school. I was also afraid to make a mistake, or that my planning wouldn’t be perfect, and so I 
feel like I ended up at a standstill for a little while. 
 



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

However, after that little girl’s grammatical error I realized that I now know a quite a bit about 
gardening and local food and that progress with a few mistakes is better than sitting at a 
standstill. I finally felt confident in my ability to make a difference in this community by 
implementing a sustainable farm to school program. 
 
After I realized that I am capable of getting community and school members onboard with farm 
to school, some pretty amazing things started happening. This spring, the elementary schools in 
Menomonie will have three functioning gardens, with an abundance of parent, student, and 
teacher support. The children will get to work with university students to plant the gardens, and 
the Boys and Girls Club has dedicated much of their summer programming to gardening and 
learning about local food. Additionally, the foodservice director is dedicated to continuing the 
Adventurous Eaters tasting program, and hopes to purchase local beef for the upcoming school 
year. 
 
Dunn County won’t be pursuing the AmeriCorps grant next year, but I am confident in this 
community’s ability to sustain farm to school initiatives, and am incredibly proud of the program 
we’ve created. I am also very proud of the personal and professional skills that I’ve developed 
through my AmeriCorps service year, and know that they will be a huge asset in the future. 
 
Jennifer Robey is a traditional WI dairy farm girl, and a senior in the dietetics program at UW-
Stout, so she felt at home in the Farm to School Program. After her service with Farm to School, 
Jennifer is excited to hopefully complete an internship, and begin a career as a Registered 
Dietitian in public health. Jennifer attributes her preparedness for a future in community health in 
part due to this position.  
 

 

Farm-to-School Principles 
Jill Carlson 

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
REAP Food Group 

U.S. Congressional District 2  
State Assembly District 77  

State Senate District 26 
 
I am so lucky that I get to work with students and I feel passionate about investing in them. We 
should work tirelessly to give our children better lives than our own and leave the world more 
stable and resilient than it is now. I’m fortunate to be able to share my love of food, health, and 
the environment with these kids but the learning is a two-way street. Although I am a nutrition 
‘educator’ – the students know so much already from experience and observation. They enrich 
the conversation and learning with their own thoughts and questions. Through some of what 
they have brought up, I’ve come up with a list of principles to enrich my service moving forward. 
I am motivated by increasing food access for these students and having them lead better, 
healthier lives through cooking, growing, and food system knowledge, but they also remind me 
that we should: 
 
 Include the whole family and all generations in the conversation. 

o When prompted to think of growing food in small spaces, the students remember a 
grandmother, grandfather, parent, friend, aunt, or uncle gardening! The experiences 
of working with family are so important and should be incorporated into farm-to-
school work. Those relationships should also be celebrated. 

 Think of the direct consequences of an unhealthy food system. 
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o I had yet to bring up diabetes in class, but when discussing what makes a red candy 
different from a red strawberry, a student said, “If you eat too much sugar, you’ll get 
diabetes.” I shared that my mom had diabetes and about ½ the class shared similar 
stories of family members. They see family that is sick due to food system issues. 
They are 10 years old and they understand the link between what we eat and our 
quality of life. 

 Question the world and how our food system got to be where it is today. 
o Students ask questions that have very complex answers. “Do plants think?” here do 

carrots come from? Are tomatoes fruits or vegetables?” These questions get at the 
root of our long and winding relationship with food: history, ecology, culture all 
wrapped up into one. Farm to school work builds this literacy so that as a society we 
know our carrots don’t ‘originate’ in the store, but instead come from a long history of 
us coaxing the sweetest crunchiest carrots from the soil. 

 Get up and move. 
o The students are eager to move their bodies! We could all learn something from kids 

and get up and move ourselves. Adults too should dig in the dirt and dance. 
 Be cognizant of place and ancestry. 

o We talk about eating seasonally in Wisconsin, but what does it mean to me Hmong, 
Latino, Norwegian, or Mexican and eat and live in Wisconsin? The students talk 
fondly of dishes of their ancestry. I will try to better test these delicate waters. 

 
Jill Carlson is in her first year of AmeriCorps service with the Wisconsin Farm to School 
program. Jill enjoys coming up with new recipes and sharing them with students because they 
feel special knowing that time was spent planning and cooking something up just for them. To 
cook for someone is to care. 
 

 

Finding My Way 
Jo Anne Franzene  

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Rock County UW-Extension Office  

US Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 43  

State Senate District 15 
 
I was born in the late 1950’s; I spent my early days eating every evening meal with family, 
playing baseball in the streets with neighborhood kids, and riding out to farms to pick up eggs. 
Through the years, many things changed for the better; however, the American diet was not one 
of them. Our schools have improved, but our school lunches have only deteriorated. The Farm 
to School Movement started in California and Florida; Wisconsin quickly joined these pioneers 
in making our educational system take a look at what we feed our children. I am honored to 
have become a part of this movement, to be an AmeriCorps member working in the Farm to 
School Program in Rock County, WI. 
 
. . .I was trained. . .There was/is SO much to learn! I met great people and got some great 
ideas. I left that training armed with a new sense of purpose, new knowledge, new support and 
new goals. 
 
 
. . .I struggled. . .I felt a strong sense of purpose, but had no clue as to where to start; I had 
great ideas, but felt that doors were closing rather than opening; I had new knowledge, but felt 
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that the only people who were listening were those that were not holding the purse strings; I had 
support and new goals, but felt as though I was lacking direction. 
 
. . .I learned more. . .I had a great team to work with. We started out by pulling information from 
all of the schools in our county. We analyzed that information and looked at needs, then worked 
to grow the Farm to School name in our communities by participating in local events and 
expanding our horizons. 
 
. . .I thrived. . .Eventually, and it took a long time, we connected with a district that has no school 
gardens; whose nutrition director is relatively new and (like others of her kind) working to follow 
protocol as set up by the USDA, Wisconsin, and her district. This school district is not different 
than most across the United States. And yet, through the work of many dedicated school 
employees, we have connected. With three schools! 
 
. . .and I found my way. . .As we continue on this AmeriCorps path, we continue connecting and 
working with a great group of people! As I look forward to the end of my term, I think: There are 
others that are further down the Farm to School path and we will celebrate, respect and learn 
from them. We have helped to build a movement in our county; one that will continue after we 
have finished our term. We have done well. . .and we have accomplished good things for our 
community. We have helped to get things going; what we are building is sustainable and will 
continue. As I look forward to things to come, I am excited, I am hopeful, and I am proud. 
 
Although she has traveled extensively on three continents, Jo Anne Franzene is a Wisconsin 
native. She retired from teaching in 2013 and currently keeps busy with her AmeriCorps duties, 
tutoring, volunteering, gardening, reading, and spending time with good people.  
 

 

Service and Sacrifice: A Tale of Collaboration 
Joseph Nowinski 

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Central Rivers Farmshed - Portage County 

3rd US Congressional District 
State Assembly District 71  

State Senate District 24 
 
Service is sacrifice. In order to really give back to the community, a volunteer gives his time, 
energy, skills, intellect, and focus towards making the community better. As a nutrition educator 
for Portage County’s Farm to School program, that sacrifice turns into a wonderful connection 
between educators, families, and fun! 
 
February was a busy month for our program. After the Local Food Fair, an event in Portage 
County bringing together local farms, businesses, and food professionals and roughly a 
thousand visitors, our program teams up with other counties to help bolster their Farm to School 
efforts. The Monday after the Fair, I took a trip to Marathon City for an exciting fair put on by the 
Marathon County Health Department at the Marathon City Elementary School. As the only Farm 
to School person from Portage County, I hosted roughly 350 elementary school students in a 
morning filled with fun activities like seed art and bean necklaces. The catch is I also had a 5-
month daughter with me. Lily accompanies me on many outings. A big sacrifice I made this year 
was to be a full-time dad as well as a nutrition educator. I have also taken on other part-time 
jobs to make sure our family can make ends meet. AmeriCorps is a great position for newly 
graduated college students or current enrollees, but the ability to serve our community while 
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balancing the roles of a parent is not easy. My little girl, Lily, woke up and became part of the 
fun. Resting in a front pack carrier, Lily and I made necklaces and helped lead students in seed 
art the entire time. 
Well, maybe not the entire time. Lily is a great little girl, but she is also a baby. After about an 
hour Lily began to get upset. To get her moving and happy again, I got to take a self- guided 
tour around the school to help calm Lily’s nerve. The Elementary School is tied into an 
expeditionary learning charter school as well. It was really a treat to not only meet so many 
awesome students at the station, but to visit them in their classrooms as well to see that Farm to 
School is making a tremendous impact on student in and outside of Portage County. Almost 
everyone swooned over Ms. Lily, so it was safe to say that the day was a success. 
 
Serving our community with quality nutrition, agriculture, and environmental education is 
something I feel passionate about. To be able to weave that passion into my family’s well-being 
has been one of the most fulfilling times during the past year. This month, I received a thank you 
card with a picture of Lily and I teaching kindergarteners. It is so touching to know that I am 
making the world a better place, one Lily-filled lesson at a time. 
 
Joseph Nowinski is a nutrition educator placed in Portage County’s Farm to School Program for 
the 2014/15 service year. This is his 2nd year with AmeriCorps, last year serving through the 
Department of Public Instruction’s Service for Learning and Life Program placed at Almond- 
Bancroft School. Joe is an educator, actor, and father who lives in Stevens Point, Wisconsin 
with his wife, Mary and daughter Lily. 
 

 

Year Two: Reality 
Julie Whitney  

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Richland County 

U.S. Congressional District 2  
State Assembly District 50  

State Senate District 17 
 
When you start your first year serving in AmeriCorps, you are nervous and excited. You have 
dreams and plans. When you start your second year serving in AmeriCorps, you are nervous 
and excited. But, this time, you have reality and unfinished plans. You have notes on companion 
gardening because you found out the hard way that tomatoes and cabbage are not companion 
plants. You have a fence that is not finished because the fence post did not set properly and 
then winter set in. You have grant reports to write, tri-fold boards that need to be updated and 
classroom nutrition lessons to schedule. 
 
More importantly, you have students who hug and high-five you in the hallway; even a little boy 
who gives you one of his favorite stickers. You have students who declare proudly to their 
parents that they love to eat roots. You have students who beg to help in the garden even 
though there is a foot of snow on the ground. You have students tell you, “I didn’t think that I 
liked squash but I had never tasted it. But I really liked your squash bars.” 
 
I have found myself spending more and more time working on curriculum. I ask myself if it really 
matters. Aren’t I just another 30 minute segment in their day? The answer is no. I am one of 
their most important segments. Beyond math and reading, I bring life skills and reality. I bring 
questions, answers, activities and the opportunity to try something new. I bring new foods (and 
sometimes old ones) that many have never tried. I bring something that almost no one has ever 
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had and only a few students recognize–beets. So what do you do? You bring an open mind and 
make “Beet-it Brownies.” 
 
This past spring, a local farmer planted sweet corn for the entire Richland School District to not 
only have sweet corn to eat but to take a dozen ears of corn home with them. We had middle 
school students ready to pick corn as soon as school started. We had the Food Service 
Director’s full support. We then had reality. Mother Nature had the corn ready to be picked 3 
weeks before school started. All the prep work was for naught. The corn became a fund-raiser 
for Farm to School and local schools/teams. Farm to School now had to purchase sweet corn 
from a different farmer. FFA, volunteers, and Special Education students spent the morning 
shucking corn. We had local sweet corn for lunch and very happy students. 
 
In Richland County, I am working to make Farm to School a reality. 
 
Julie Whitney resides in rural Richland County with her husband, three children, and a herd of 
Red Angus cattle. Working in the classrooms with students has encouraged her to pursue a 
teaching degree. 
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Planting Ideas in Growing Minds 
Kara Helget 

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
UW-Stout- Dunn County 

U.S. Congressional District 3  
State Assembly District 29  

State Senate District 10 
 

 
 
Kara Helget is an AmeriCorps F2S nutrition educator for the School District of the Menomonie 
Area F2S program. Kara has developed and taught many nutrition lessons, implemented a 
taste-testing program in the elementary school cafeterias, and helped build school gardens 
throughout the district. Kara is also a graduate student attending the University of Wisconsin-
Stout for her master’s degree in food and nutritional sciences. 
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Fistful of Seeds: A Haiku 
Kellie Pederson 

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Washburn School District 
7th Congressional District 

74th State Assembly District  
25th State Senate District 

 
 
A fistful of seeds  
becomes a garden for all,  
In your little hands. 
 
First taste of radish  
Is bite-sized revolution.  
Gardens are gateways. 
 
Placed in the right hands,  
sometimes a carrot becomes  
a magical wand. 
 
In case you forgot,  
Raspberries’ the best flavor  
of justice for all. 
 
Kellie supports her local revolution by teaching yoga, growing food, and dancing as often as 
possible. 
 

 

They already know 
Lauren McElroy  

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Crawford County 

3rd Congressional District  
Assembly district 96 

Senate district 32 
 
Sudden recognition upon entering, then, 
a flash like lightning spreads wildfire amongst the giggling students.  
some smile, and wave. say "I know you!" "oh! farm to school today!"  
we're well known here. Called by our first name. 
the same day and time every month, and they're still surprised to see us. 
Here we are! 
"what's the harvest of the month, I know, (insert guess here) gossip, gossip. 
the hallway, that looks exactly like the ones I used to walk down, is all a buzz with the news of 
our arrival. 
handshakes, high fives. They want to be recognized too, just like us. 
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the inflection of our voices can carry excitement higher than originally thought possible 
surprising how many don't know the answer to what I thought was basic farm or food 
knowledge. 
a wonder, of where all the disconnect began. 
perhaps when I was in public schooling, nothing like this to look forward to. 
at least here, we can try. 
with little apprehension, they know us, and are so trusting.  
a virtue lost to many as we age. 
but here- 
we can get outside of our classroom box, carry knowledge to our tables,  
create desire to want to gather there with family and friends. 
 
"when will you be back?" "that's really cool" "i'm going to tell my mother to buy kale tonight" 
thumbs up, and always smiles. 
and on the same day next month, we'll have more guesses,  
more trust building. Another opportunity for something new. 
we know we accomplished what was set out for, because when we arrive next time, they'll know 
our names, what we're here for. and we'll know theirs, and they are why we come. 
our future farmers of the united states, our thinkers, dreamers, and do-ers. 
all the while communing around food, all of our accomplishments fueled by our most basic 
human needs. 
 
Lauren McElroy is a Homesteading human, striving to do to corporal and spiritual works of 
mercy. 
 

 

Growing School Gardens 
Liesl Schultz Hying  

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Town and Country RC&D  
5th Congressional District 

33rd, 38th, 43rd Assembly Districts 
 11th, 13th, 15th State Senate Districts 

 
Growing School Gardens 
Sharing, growing, experimenting, experiencing, inquiring, learning. 
Students, teachers, parents, administration, community School Gardens 
 
Planning gardens, preparing soil, prepping seeds Anticipating 
School Gardens 
 
Sun, soil, seeds, rain Sprouts, plants, worms, insects, birds 
Students School Gardens 
 
Healthy, local, nutritious foods Students eager to help grow and enjoy the food 
Life-long healthy eating habits 
School Gardens 
 
Science, Math, Language Arts, History Environmental Education, Nature, Outside, Composting 
Culinary, Economics, Art, Music Positive Physical and Mental Health of Students 
School Gardens 
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Engaging of all five senses 
Feeling the soil, worms, smooth and bumpy vegetables. 
Smelling basil, chives, oregano 
Hearing the wind, the birds, the crunch of carrots Tasting peppers, tomatoes, peas 
Seeing colorful vegetables, shades of green, insects, community working together School 
Gardens 
 
Sense of pride, ownership, value Patience, determination, work ethic, team-efforts 
School Gardens 
 
Healthy students, eager students 
Better learning students, better schools, better communities, better world. 
School Gardens 
 
To visit, to chat, to read, to relax, to be quiet, to be still, to just be. 
A sense of place School Gardens 
 
Liesl Schultz Hying is a life-long gardener who enjoys garden-fresh food. Liesl enjoys sharing all 
the benefits and experiences of hands-on gardening with children of all ages. 
 

 

AmeriCorps Service Member Reflection  
Elizabeth White 

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Rock County 

U.S. Congressional District 1 
State Assembly District 43  

State Senate District 15 
 
Serving as an AmeriCorps member to implement the farm to school program in Rock County 
has given me so many opportunities. My experience as an AmeriCorps member has given me 
the chance to build my confidence when talking to community members. I’ve also learned to 
network with the stakeholders in the communities that we are working in. I’ve learned that 
networking is one of the most important ways to get individuals to buy-in to the program. It was 
a challenge at first but by being persistent and creating those relationships, the community 
outreach coordinator and I have gained support for the farm to school program and its 
implementation in Rock County. With enough support this program can be successful in so 
many ways. We are currently planning two school gardens and student engagement in the 
gardens. We will be attending several community events in the coming months and plan to use 
our bike blender to gain interest from kids and parents. We also use the community events to 
raise money for supplies that will be needed for the school gardens. I love seeing kids get 
excited about the bike blender and being so eager to try it for themselves. The simple act of 
getting children to blend something on a bike is usually a good incentive for them to try the 
smoothie they just made. It is so rewarding to see kids (and sometimes adults) try new foods 
that they may never have been exposed to. I am so grateful to have the opportunity to help 
make children in Rock County healthier. I hope to see this program get funded in future years so 
that our efforts will be continued. 
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Liz White has lived in Rock County for the last 25 years. Liz is currently going to school at UW-
Whitewater to for her bachelor’s degree in social work. Liz hopes to work with kids and continue 
helping Rock County get healthier. 
 

 

A Nourishing Community 
Magdalen Dale 

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Bayfield, Washburn, and Ashland School Districts 

U.S. Congressional District Wisconsin 7 
State Assembly District 74 

State Senate District 25 
 
Winter 2011. I am sitting at Chris Duke’s kitchen table, going over a list of vegetables that the 
school would like to purchase from local farmers, asking if he has the space and time to take on 
another market, to be one of the local farmers that grow vegetables for the school. His young 
daughter sits in his lap, drives a toy truck along the edge of the table and shares shy smiles with 
me while her dad contemplates my request. 
 
Summer 1986. I am the young farmer’s daughter, riding in our car, AC blasting to keep the fruit 
cool, enveloped by the smell of raspberries. My dad carries the flats of fresh- picked berries 
from the car to the back door of the restaurant. I run ahead and hold open the door. Smile shyly 
when the people working in the large kitchen proclaim, “you have a helper today!” 
 
Fall 2013. I stop by the school kitchen when the cooks are just finishing cleaning up from the 
lunch rush. Before I can ask about the deliveries of local produce, I am greeted with, 
“Congratulations! I saw the news on Facebook. How exciting! How are you feeling? Is Jen so 
excited? And your parents?” The kitchen crew is full of smiles over my recently announced 
pregnancy. 
 
Winter 1988. I carry my tray through the lunch line; nod shyly when the cook asks if I’d like 
potatoes, stuffing, cranberries, and white or dark meat. I don’t realize how unique it is to have 
real turkey for our school’s holiday lunch meal. I don’t know that in the future, I will be working 
with some of these same women, supporting their efforts to serve students the best food they 
can. 
 
Summer 2015. I am in the sales shop of my family’s farm, weighing trays of Pick-Your-Own 
berries, making change. The Duke family comes through the line with a tray of blueberries, and 
a small gift, a pair of locally made leather baby slippers for my infant son. “I hope you love them 
as much as we did.” 
 
Fall 2020. My son will move through the school lunch line. He is known and loved by the people 
that have grown food for his lunch, by the people that prepare and dish the food on to his tray, 
by the nourishing community that surrounds him. 
 
Magdalen Dale moved back to Bayfield, WI in 2008 to work with her older brothers on their 
family's blueberry farm. She lives with her partner and their young son a few miles from the farm 
where she grew up. She is grateful to be able to raise her family in such a loving community. 
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Celebrating the Tasty Stuff 
Rachel Pettit  

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Bayfield School District 

7th Congressional District  
74th Assembly District 

25th Senate District 
 
March is a special month for those of us who like rhymes and riddles, puzzles and poems: Dr 
Seuss' birthday falls on the 2nd. Here in Bayfield, we did a special nutrition lesson to celebrate 
the beauty of putting words together with the deliciousness of healthy snacking. 
 
It has been a long time since I was in first grade. I've forgotten the simple joy that's felt in a 
seven-year-old heart after accurately guessing the answer to a riddle. "WHOAHOO! I GOT IT!" 
It's a big smile and a fist pump to the ceiling. The victory is sweetened even further by tasting 
the answer - "We can do that?!" - because the best riddles are those about food. 
 
First: the class answers a riddle about a healthy snack (cucumbers? apples? pears?).  
 
Second: everyone gets to try it! We got to taste juicy yellow mangoes, crisp green sugar snap 
pea pods, squeaky pieces of white cheese, and nutty whole grain bread. Cheers of "I love 
peas! I love cheese!" rang up. (It's easy to smile around first graders.) 
 
Third: write a riddle about your favorite healthy snack. A little daunting? Maybe on the face of 
things. But all a riddle really is, is a way to describe something without giving away the answer. 
The key to writing healthy snack riddles is the clues, and writing a really good one is all about 
using the five senses. Is your favorite healthy snack a green-skinned, crunchy, juicy, can-make-
it-into-a-pie, sort-of-sour apple? Or maybe it's a teeth-staining, sweet, soft, pokes-you-while-
you-pick-it black raspberry. Or my favorite: still-warm-from-the-sun, burst-in-your-mouth, smells-
like-summertime, straight-from-the-vine-into-my-hand cherry tomatoes. Those descriptions are 
the beginnings of a riddle! 
 
Four: see if Rachel can guess your favorite snack. (I'll be honest, it took me a couple guesses. 
What healthy snack looks kind of like a sloppy joe? Why, PB&J of course!) 
 
This was my first time working with the first grade, and it put my service in a special kind of 
perspective. The time I spend with students is incredibly valuable – because it isn't just mine. 
My service may only last a year, but I have an opportunity to help kids build habits that will last a 
lifetime. I might not remember a love of riddles from when I was in first grade, but I do 
remember when my classmate brought his pet lizard to show-and-tell. It’s funny how things stick 
with us like that, and the memories we hold onto. 
 
I'd be alright with the first graders in Bayfield not remembering how to write a riddle, but I really 
do hope they keep healthy snacks in mind. I hope through work like this, nutrition educators (in 
whatever form they come in – family, teachers, volunteers, AmeriCorps) can continue to 
reinforce the good stuff in life and celebrate the tasty stuff. Talking about favorite fruits and 
vegetables with first graders is a really good start. 
 
Rachel Pettit is serving in a k-12 school in a small town on the shores of the biggest lake. 
Rachel likes helping kids eat the rainbow and play in the dirt. Trying new foods is Rachel’s 
favorite hobby. 



 

 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

Spicy Radishes and Building Community 
Kelly Hammond  

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Goodwill Grows, Goodwill of North Central Wisconsin  

8th Congressional District  
57th Assembly District  

19th Senate District 
 
The smiles on the faces of 28 first graders turned into shock as the spicy finish of local radish 
sprouts hit their young taste buds. The giggling students rushed to the bubbler exclaiming, “It’s 
hot! It’s hot,” before taking another bite. These students, from the Appleton Bilingual Charter 
School, were trying radish sprouts for the first time— a small treat before they went into the 
hallway to plant lettuce seeds under a grow light for their school garden. 
 
A few months ago, these students— many first-generation Americans speaking a blend of 
Spanish and English— would have never had exposure to this type of local food and gardening 
activities. Now, the day when the “vegetable lady” comes to visit is the “best day of the month!” 
That is, according to a precocious 6-year old who also calls the volunteer Master Gardener who 
joins me in their classroom not a rock star, but a “garden star.” He knows when I show up at the 
classroom, I’ll bring new food for them to try, let them paint with raw cranberries and dig in the 
soil. These students know that being an “adventurous eater” is a positive trait and can’t wait to 
plant tomatillos in their school garden this summer. 
 
Back in the classroom, a brave first grader examined his radish and proclaimed, “They’re not as 
hot as a jalapeno,” then gobbled up the other students raw radish sprouts with relish. This year, 
his class is in charge of the Peter Rabbit themed garden and he wants to know, “Can we grow 
radish in our garden?” The answer is yes. Yes to growing radishes, and yes to gobbling up fresh 
local food in the classroom. 
 
Across the hallway, 3rd graders are writing in their garden notebooks. In a few weeks, a local 
Native American group is coming to share the three sisters’ garden legend and discuss 
traditional Native American agriculture with them. Next door, the 4th graders are researching 
salsa recipes to make with the salsa garden they’re starting next month. In each of these 
activities there’s educational standards being met creatively— writing skills in their garden 
journal, American history in the legend of three sisters garden of bean, squash and corn, and 
math in the salsa recipes. 
 
The best part? The teachers are continuing the momentum with their own action committees, 
working to integrate the school garden into summer school curriculum. Empowered by action, 
they are turning to their AmeriCorps member to guide them in their Farm to School journey. The 
teachers, students, volunteers and kitchen staff are getting involved, asking questions like “Do 
you think we could serve the school garden food at lunch?” and, “Do you know a local chef we 
could bring in to teach the students a healthy recipe?” These questions are the start of a 
collective revolution, one that is centered on student’s health and connection with their 
communities, one spicy radish at a time. 
 
A Wisconsin native, Kelly Hammond believes our great state can become a leader in the farm to 
school movement. Kelly is passionate about childhood obesity prevention and making local, 
nutritious food a focus in the classroom. Kelly has a degree from the University of Wisconsin- 
Stevens Point in public relations and she’s currently attending school for certification as a 
registered dietary technician with a desire to serve in a nutrition education and leadership role. 
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A Glance into Farm to School 
Jenna Delesha  

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
REAP Food Group  

2nd Congressional District 
76th State Assembly District  

26th Senate District 
 
 
 

 
 
Jenna is in her first year of service with the Farm to School Program at REAP Food Group in 
Madison. One part of the program she really enjoys is bringing together local chefs with the 
seventh graders at Sherman Middle School to teach them cooking skills while making a fun and 
healthy dish. 
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Service Story 
Mikayla Wehrle 

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Waupaca County 

US Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 40 

State Senate District 14 
 
The Farm to School program has allowed me to work in my community in a positive, effective 
way. Building school gardens has been extremely rewarding, the chance for these students to 
learn about eating and growing healthy produce has given me the confidence to continue my 
passion for teaching about agriculture. I have also gotten the opportunity to work closely with 
the school food service directors. Taking advantage of how we currently can educate youth 
about healthy produce by everyday jokes and positive lunch line experiences. Working with 
students and teachers to heighten their knowledge of agriculture, could have a huge impact on 
the health of all children. Continuing work on these programs will be a very rewarding 
experience for me. 
 
Mikayla Wehrle is currently a student at UW-Fox Valley, studying agricultural sciences. Mikayla 
has been a member of 4-H for 13 years and was the International Delegate to Tanzania for 4- H 
international. Mikayla live son a 15 sow Berkshire pig farm in New London, WI, and hopes to 
work in sub-Saharan Africa thru 4-H International. 
 
 

 

All Hail the Kale! 
Nathanael Secor 

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Lake Superior Elementary 

7th US Congressional  
State Assembly District 74 

State Senate District 25 
 
Last fall, I was working with a group of children from the afterschool program, and as we walked 
through our beautiful garden looking at all the myriad edibles and flowers, the kids asked me 
what each plant was and if we could eat it. I rattled off 8 or 10 plants and they nibbled a 
nasturtium flower here and an anise hyssop leaf there all with a total openness unique to young 
children. Eventually, we came to the kale and I hesitantly introduced it thinking to myself that I 
might “jinx” the experience, since we all know that kids aren’t supposed to like greens like kale. I 
told them that it was kale and that they might like it, but that I find that it is best cooked. All kids 
tried it, and most said that they liked it. I did however notice that one girl, “Amy” who had said 
she liked it, had dropped the leaf as soon as no one was supposed to be watching. Days later, 
on a subsequent visit to the garden, the children continued our game of question and answer, 
and we came back to the kale again. This time, Amy emphatically showed the new kids her new 
food of choice. She introduced the kale since she was now an expert, and took a leaf chewing 
the whole thing contentedly. A few more days elapsed and again we were visiting the garden. 
This time, Amy immediately asked if we could go harvest some kale, and after happily munching 
a leaf she had harvested, she asked multiple times if she could get more. A short while later 
after we had left the garden, I asked a few children the open-ended question as to what their 
favorite parts of the garden were and they each told me. One especially enjoyed the sunflower 
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house, while another loved the bean trellis, but when it came time for Amy to respond she just 
blurted out “the kale!” I couldn’t have been happier or more surprised; it just goes to show the 
value of repeated exposure to new things. A child who had never been exposed to a vegetable 
is seen to not like it, but after picking it multiple times from a garden she helps maintain, it 
becomes a favored food. Trying new foods in a welcoming context taps into a child’s deep 
instincts to what their bodies need; a new food that helps deliver much needed nutrients may 
have spurred lifelong dietary shifts. This is what the Farm to School experience can provide 
children. 
 
Nathanael Secor is a life-long nature lover and strongly advocates getting kids out into the “real 
world” all around them. Currently Mr. Secor is keeping busy tapping trees with our future 
plumbers, nannies, and congresswomen. 
 

 

Farm to School Bringing Awareness to Schools and Community 
Nancy Junkermann  

Wisconsin AmeriCorps Farm to School Program  
Northland Pines School District 
U.S. Congressional District 8 
State Assembly District 34  

State Senate District 12 
 
The idea of having fresh healthy local food in our schools wasn’t something I thought much 
about before taking this position. The movement to healthier food hadn’t escaped me; I just 
wasn’t part of it. After I retired from nursing a couple of years ago I wanted to become more 
involved in my community. One of the things I wanted to do was garden so a good place for me 
to start was getting a plot in the community garden and join the local gardeners club. Since I 
had more time to spend with people that I enjoyed, I found myself with these crazy healthy food 
people. 
 
One day one of these healthy food people asked me if I knew anyone looking for a job. I was 
looking for a job and decided to interview. Ignorance is Bliss. I wasn’t prepared for what a job 
like this would be like. 
 
I had to learn a whole new set of skills. I hadn’t worked with kids to any extent and never in the 
school system. It was all new territory. My biggest challenge was learning the computer. I really 
wanted to make those beautiful flyers and newsletters that my predecessor had been doing. I 
wanted to find a way to let the community know what was going on in our schools. This older 
brain wasn’t geared for new material. I also had to figure out how to procure food for the tastings 
and try to introduce fresh food into the school lunches. A daunting task at best. Those first few 
months I couldn’t see much progress. 
 
Then I came out of the fog! It must have been when I finally could put a newsletters and flyer out 
without having to ask a zillion questions, or maybe it was when with the help of my supervisor 
and co-worker I was able to get a brochure out that I liked. Or maybe it was when I was calling 
farmers and asking questions about their farm and their produce and I realized I understood 
what they were telling me and how I could use the information to bring their product to the 
students. Or maybe it was when I noticed that the merchants in the community were looking 
forward to getting the Harvest of the Month flyer. Or maybe it was serving a tasting and the 
students wanted seconds on potatoes. Or maybe it was when I finally got a display board up for 
tastings and the younger kids would come up and ask questions about the food. 
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It doesn’t matter when the fog lifted, what matters is it did lift. I know how well received fresh 
food are to the students. I see how people in the community develop an interest once they are 
exposed to the Farm to School program and how willing they are to help with bringing healthier 
food to our children. I’ve talked with farmers and am aware how they would like to be a part of 
providing fresh local foods to the schools. 
 
Nancy Junkermann is 68 years old and retired 3 years ago from nursing. Since then Nancy has 
been involved in the community garden and garden club. Nancy learned of Farm to School 
through her supervisor who is very involved with the food movement. Nancy wanted to take the 
opportunity to introduce school children to the same things she’s learning about our food. Being 
a part of getting healthier foods into schools is important and Nancy loves seeing the student’s 
interest in where the food comes from. 
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Wisconsin Emergency Management 
ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Program 
 

 
 
 

When disasters hit, we know that families, businesses, and communities are more resilient if 

they have taken steps to prepare and plan beforehand. We also know that engaging and 

managing large numbers of volunteers is an important part of disaster recovery. The 

AmeriCorps ReadyWisconsin program is a 14-member part-time (900 hours annually) 

service program designed to increase community resilience by providing preparedness 

outreach and education to community organizations, businesses, and local governments. 

AmeriCorps ReadyWisconsin will also assist communities with developing emergency 

volunteer management plans, volunteer recruitment, and disaster relief services when 

needed. 

  



sE 

 
 

 

SERVE WISCONSIN ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS 2015 

ANNUAL MEMBER REFLECTIONS  JUNE 2015   APAOAOOASODFPKJASDASDFAADSFADSF 

Inspired to Volunteer 
Anne Marie Swanson 

ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Program 
Sawyer County Emergency Management 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 87 

State Senate District 29 
 
The firefighters are a very important part of our communities. There are an average of three 
fires per week that require response by the City of Hayward and Town of Hayward Fire 
Departments. Most of these individuals are volunteers and devote much of their time to fighting 
fires. The training to obtain certification is extensive and many of these individuals are also 
trained in Hazmat. The Salvation Army supports these firefighters. They bring coffee, donuts, 
and sandwiches if the fire will take more than a few hours to extinguish. Our local United 
Methodist church has an Emergency Response Plan and is available to feed, house, and have 
showers available for the firefighters if needed. Law enforcement is there to assist in 
maintaining a safe zone, and paramedics are there to check on the firefighters and respond if 
anyone is injured. Many other fire departments are ready to be used as a mutual aid response. 
Watching these entities work together with kindness and compassion for others has been one of 
the biggest rewards in serving for AmeriCorps. It has inspired me to volunteer as a canteen 
driver for the Salvation Army and to be involved with our local Search and Rescue Group. From 
what I have been told, there are fewer volunteers in these positions. Because of the respect I 
have for those that protect and serve, I have great passion for recruiting new volunteers to 
contribute to our community. AmeriCorps has been a great opportunity for me. 
 
This is Anne’s second term as an AmeriCorps member for State of Wisconsin Department of 
Military Affairs and Sawyer County Emergency Government.  

 

 

Opportunity to Serve (Again) 
Thomas Jefferson 

ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Program 
Fond du Lac County Emergency Management 

U.S. Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 52 

State Senate District 18 
 
One of the main reasons I chose to serve with AmeriCorps is that I’ve long felt the need to give 
back to my community. Having spent over eight years in the U.S. Navy and being stationed 
throughout the world in the 80’s, I’ve experienced firsthand the short and long term effect 
disasters can have on communities. When I signed up with AmeriCorps, it was my hopes that I 
would be able to help Wisconsin residents better prepare themselves and their neighbors if a 
disaster were to occur. 
 
My experiences thus far have been quite positive and I’ve met hundreds of people in the past 
year. Through presentations and conversations, our team in Fond du Lac has been able to 
educate citizens on how to prepare for and recover from a variety of situations. We’ve also been 
invited to some very unusual places to present our information (bars, apartment complexes, 
yacht clubs, etc.) and this gives our team a unique perspective of the county as a whole.  
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This perspective has allowed the FDL team an opportunity to tailor presentations to groups 
based on their stated goals and our need to build a cohesive group of volunteers. These 
presentations have, in turn, given the community a cornerstone to build pockets of volunteers 
throughout the county. Through word of mouth, other counties have started requesting our 
assistance in organizing their volunteer efforts. This has been especially gratifying to me as I 
would like to see these efforts spread throughout the northeast corridor of Wisconsin. 
 
It has been an honor to serve with the FDL AmeriCorps and WEM teams and it is my hope the 
organization we are building helps the community in the foreseeable future. 

 

 

Be Somebody 
Adam Olson 

ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Program 
Bayfield County Emergency Management 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 74 

State Senate District 25 
 
My service term as an AmeriCorps member with the Ready Wisconsin Disaster Preparedness 
Project has opened my eyes to the important role that volunteers play in northern Wisconsin 
communities. My greatest success has been working on the 'Be Somebody' volunteer 
recruitment and awareness campaign. This annual campaign is designed to recruit additional 
volunteers to join their local fire and/or EMS department.  
 
The AmeriCorps program has opened doors for me professionally and has reinforced my 
commitment to the citizens of Bayfield County and the surrounding area. I am grateful for the 
program and the important and positive impact it has on the State of Wisconsin. 

 

 

Improved Confidence 
Jon Shelenske 

ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Program 
Milwaukee County Emergency Management 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 
My first thought when choosing political science as a major was to do something related to the 
community. AmeriCorps is a great way to start giving back to the community. Talking to 
individuals about preparing for emergencies makes me feel like I am impacting their lives. My 
co-workers and individuals I meet give me the confidence I need to impact individuals in 
preparedness preparation. The many volunteers at the Red Cross show that it is a great 
organization. 
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Community Emergency Preparedness 
James Cieslewicz 

ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Program 
Waukesha County Emergency Management 

U.S. Congressional District 5 
State Assembly Districts 97 

State Senate Districts 33 
 
One of the most rewarding activities that I have participated in with AmeriCorps was the first 
disaster preparedness presentation that I gave to a group in the Village of Butler, WI. Butler is a 
small community, taking up less than one square mile in Waukesha County. The location was 
the Hampton Regency Apartments, a low income HUD housing facility. The presentation 
covered the topics of building a personal emergency kit, developing a family communication 
plan, staying informed during and after a disaster, and ideas for seniors to consider.  
 
The residents were truly appreciative of the time I spent with them, and most came away with a 
better understanding of how they could prepare for a disaster. I heard several comments from 
the residents expressing how they feel isolated in such a small community and that they don’t 
receive much attention from the county level. They also stated that the local fire department had 
previously given presentations, but that doesn’t happen much anymore with budget reductions. I 
felt that my time with them had a positive impact.  
 
Jim is a first-term AmeriCorps member. Having recently retired from active duty with the 
Wisconsin Air National Guard, he felt a continued need to serve his local community and the 
people of Wisconsin.  

 

 

Our Vision: Sometimes Taken for Granted 
Connie Studnicka 

ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Program 
Richland County 

Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 50 

State Senate District 17 
 
One of the most inspiring experiences that I’ve had as an AmeriCorps member was presenting 
on disaster preparedness to a “Low Vision Group” in Richland Center. This group consists of 
people suffering from a variety of vision ailments including totally blind, legally blind, low vision, 
and visually impaired due to the lighting situation. 
 
This session began with birthday treats and a round of the “Happy Birthday” song to a 90+ year 
old lady in the group. Afterwards, I presented a general preparedness slideshow where most of 
the members were quite engaged. The one person whom I felt was sitting “the most quietly” was 
the gentleman, who I learned later, has been totally blind since birth. I decided to attempt 
engaging him more by using his name and ask what he thought about something. From that 
moment on, I saw him come open up, speak out, and really enjoy the presentation. He even ate 
my Smarties candy, which I passed out just prior the evaluation form. Yes, this was a 
memorable presentation for everyone involved.  
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This is Connie Studnicka’s 1st year as an AmeriCorps member. Connie feels honored to hold 
this coordinator position. Recently, Connie became a Licensed EMT and she thoroughly enjoys 
serving her county. 

 

 

They Fed Me Well 
Dulcie Lilly 

ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Program 
Clark County Emergency Management 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 69 

State Senate District 23 
 
Since the beginning of the term in September, I have had the opportunity to be involved in many 
aspects of the Emergency Management program in Clark County. I was actively involved in a 
sheltering tabletop exercise and a hazardous material functional exercise. Our work on the 
Volunteer Management Plan has allowed us to start discussions in establishing a COAD group, 
which has generated some excitement from local volunteer organizations.  
 
As part of the preparedness outreach, I worked with our Aging and Nutrition Department in 
Clark County. I conducted numerous winter weather preparedness presentations to area senior 
citizens. Most of the presentations took place in community rooms during a luncheon gathering. 
The senior citizens were a joy to work with and they fed me well! Although they have seen many 
weather events in their lifetime, they were still curious about new thoughts and ideas 
surrounding emergency preparedness. I enjoyed the time spent with each group I spoke to and 
they have requested I come back and have lunch with them again!  

 

 

The Best Fire is the One that Never Happens 
Mark Siggelkow 

ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Program 
City of Milwaukee Emergency Management 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 19 

State Senate District 7 
 
I have always felt a strong need to provide preventative information to people regarding fire and 
other disasters that anyone could experience. My professional drive as a firefighter has always 
been, "The best fire is the one that never happens." What I have seen over the course of my 
career are many events that are not fire related, but still have a significant amount of disruption 
for many people. This same principle I use in firefighting I believe applies to any type of disaster. 
While prevention of all disasters is not possible, it is possible to limit how severe the impact is to 
individuals, and the community.  
 
This opportunity through AmeriCorps has allowed in me in some small way to be an agent of 
change. The children's nursery rhyme, "Humpty Dumpty," seems an appropriate analog to how 
people see themselves in relation to possible disasters. If only one of the King's men would 
have told Humpty to get down from the wall, he would be one piece, and the rest of the 
responders could focus on minimizing the damage. What this program does is puts people next 
to the wall ahead of the disaster, getting people to move to safety, gather what they need to 
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survive, and prepare to begin the recovery process before anything has happened. It gives 
people permission to take control of their lives in an uncontrolled situation. It gives the City of 
Milwaukee a better chance to come out of a disaster stronger, better, and more united.  
Much like successful fire prevention programs, the true success of this program will never be 
seen in how many disasters are prevented, but in how many lives are saved. It may be one, it 
may be thousands, but there is a positive change that is occurring in the City of Milwaukee. 

 

 

New Perspective on Volunteerism 
William Felch 

ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Program 
Price County Emergency Management 

U.S. Congressional District 7 
State Assembly District 74 

State Senate District 25 
 
In becoming an AmeriCorps member, I have gained a new perspective on volunteerism in Price 
County. With a population of 14,155 residents it is a bit of a challenge to recruit volunteers 
beyond their own community’s civic organization. This program has given me a new sense of 
motivation on getting volunteers to come together in a disaster in their community. It has also 
given me more desire to become the disaster coordinator in my county. 
  
I am a lifetime resident of the Town of Fifield and a 38 year member of the Fifield Fire 
Department as well as Fire Chief for 32 years. I have great respect for those who volunteer their 
time to support their community organizations and share their knowledge and time in a disaster. 

 

 

Lasting Impact 
Katie Kosiboski 

ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Program 
Milwaukee County Emergency Management 

U.S. Congressional District 4 
State Assembly District 8 

State Senate District 3 
 
A large portion of my AmeriCorps program has been working to expand the American Red 
Cross’ Pillowcase Project into Southeastern Wisconsin. I’ve been in more schools than I can 
count, and I’ve talked with more students than anyone could possibly count. Although every 
classroom I’ve been in has had its own unique students, one class in particular stands out to 
me.  
 
I entered a rambunctious classroom on a Friday morning. Because of cold weather, the 
students had indoor recess all week; it was evident that they needed to get some energy out. 
Almost immediately, I heard whispers from a small group of students, “the pillowcase project…” 
The kids had been looking forward to the Pillowcase Project for a while—since a few weeks 
prior when I presented to the classroom next door. I was astounded by the level of pure 
excitement that filled the room. The kids were eager to answer questions and share their 
knowledge. The biggest, most important part of the Pillowcase Project is the decorating of the 
pillowcase. Again, the students had indoor recess. When given the choice to play basketball or 
continue coloring, they unanimously chose to color their pillowcases. I was surprised by the 
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decision. I would have never guessed that fourth graders would rather color than play 
basketball. As I walked around the room and talked with each student, it was clear that I’d made 
some sort of difference. The idea of being prepared was fresh on each students’ mind. I got all 
sorts of questions: “What if I’m in the shower when there’s a tornado?” “How do I help my baby 
brother?” “What about grandma?” “Where is your meeting spot outside?” All are valid questions. 
They’re questions I would ask someone. I was impressed by the fourth graders’ minds really 
going to work. About a week after the presentation, I received an email from the teacher. She 
expressed thanks for my presentation—and told me that her students were still talking about the 
Pillowcase Project. Having a lasting impact on youth in my community is incredibly cool. Not 
many people my age can say that they’ve made a difference, but I can. 
 
Katie Kosiboski is a senior at Mount Mary University, majoring in business administration. Upon 
completion of her term of service, she plans on having a career in business development with a 
non-profit organization in the Milwaukee area.  

 

 

Outpouring of Community Support 
Ryan Jensen 

ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Program 
Dane County Emergency Management 

U.S. Congressional District 2 
State Assembly District 76 

State Senate District 26 
 
One of the greatest experiences that I have had so far this term was when I got to help the 
American Red Cross by managing some of their volunteers for a logistics night. I got to work 
with 13 people that were all different ages and from different walks of life. I also got a chance to 
ask them how they started volunteering and why they volunteer. Hearing all of the different 
stories inspired me. It is a great feeling to know that there will be such a strong outpouring of 
community support should there be a disaster in any of their communities. It also helps make 
what our project is trying to accomplish that much more worthwhile. 
 
Ryan is a second year AmeriCorps member with the ReadyWisconsin Program and serves on 
the Merrimac Fire Department. 
 

 

I Don’t Have a Family 
Gabrielle Petersen 

ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Program 
Fond du Lac County Emergency Management 

U.S. Congressional District 6 
State Assembly District 52 

State Senate District 18 
 
No matter how many emergency preparedness presentations I give, I always have a few 
butterflies in my stomach wondering what will be in store for me as I enter the room of people. 
What will the audience be like? Will they accept my message to prepare themselves and their 
families for emergencies and disasters? Will they have questions about the preparedness 
process? Will it make sense? Will they care? What will I say to convince them to become 
prepared? Will they get it? I silently take a deep breath, smile and introduce myself. I tell them 
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how emergency preparedness is my passion and how much their safety and willingness to 
prepare is important to me. I then start my presentation by showing pictures from emergencies 
and disasters that happened in “Our” county, because Fond du Lac County is my home and the 
home of my family and friends too. I then give my audience the three step preparedness 
process of; Get a Kit, Make a Plan and Be Informed, the same consistent message that is given 
by other agencies and organizations. I make sure to drive home the idea that they need to 
prepare themselves, their family and their pets if they have them. After I cover the 3 
preparedness steps and answer any questions they have, I hand out our presentation feedback 
survey and wait for the question. It’s the question that seems to happen like clockwork. I see it 
in some of their eyes before they even ask. As a second term AmeriCorps member, I know it’s 
coming. The first person slowly raises their hand as others look over with a sigh of relief that 
they are now off the hook. “Yes?” I say. “What can I help you with?” Here it comes. “Your survey 
says family,” “I don’t have a family. I live alone. What do I put down on the survey?” I smile and 
ask, “Do you have neighbors? Do you have family that doesn’t live with you? Those people are 
all your family. Make sure you are prepared as an individual and make sure the people around 
you are prepared as well.” I explain, “By becoming engaged in your community and helping your 
neighbors, family and friends become prepared before a disaster we make our communities 
more resilient, shortening the length of time it takes to bounce back from an emergency or 
disaster.” The heads begin to nod. They get it. They may not share the same enthusiasm, but 
they get it. I have made a difference to the people in this room and I will make it in the next room 
and the next, for as long as I am a volunteer in the ReadyWisconsin program. As an 
AmeriCorps member, I get to make that difference, share my passion for emergency 
preparedness and make sure “Our” community is prepared for emergencies and disasters. 
 
Gabrielle is serving her second term as an AmeriCorps member in Fond du Lac County and is a 
full time employee with the City of Watertown and Dodge County Departments of Public Health 
as an emergency preparedness and environmental health specialist. Gabrielle has a M.A in 
emergency and disaster management from American Public University, a subsidiary of 
American Military University. 
 

 

Fulfilling Experience 
Michael Heing 

ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Program 
La Crosse County Emergency Management 

U.S. Congressional District 3 
State Assembly District 95 

State Senate District 32 
 
If I could describe the ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps program with one word, it would be fulfilling. 
The past six months have been challenging, rewarding, exciting, and a deeply educational time 
for me. I have pushed myself to learn new things, seen how La Crosse has benefited from the 
program, met people from a wide range of professional backgrounds, and realized how 
important civil service is to my community. AmeriCorps has allowed me to engage ever part my 
being and every skill have in ways that I had never considered before. I am truly blessed to be a 
member of the AmeriCorps Ready Wisconsin program and look forward to the next six months 
of service and leadership. 
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An Experience I would Recommend to Anyone 
Caitlin Schneck 

ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps 
Brown County Emergency Management 

U.S. Congressional District 8 
State Assembly District 90 

State Senate District 30 
 

Over the past several months, my service as a ReadyWisconsin AmeriCorps Member has been 
rewarding in so many different ways; it’s difficult to name only a few. I have had the pleasure to 
not only work with my county’s Emergency Management Department who have been wonderful 
to work with and have allowed me to tag along at numerous tabletop exercises and other 
events, but also to work with my local American Red Cross. I have had the opportunity to work 
with elders in my community talking to them of the importance of fire safety, but also children as 
well stressing the importance of emergency preparedness via The Pillowcase Project through 
Disney and the Red Cross. Through that opportunity, I was recently even covered through my 
local news media in hopes we could reach a larger public to talk about the importance of 
preparedness. This position has become something I truly enjoy doing each day and the 
enjoyment of it by far outweigh the challenges I face through my work. This is definitely an 
experience I’d recommend to anyone looking to broaden their horizons who wants to make a 
difference in their communities in the process.  
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Wisconsin Primary Health Care 
Association, Wisconsin HealthCorps 
 

 
Wisconsin HealthCorps is a joint program between the Wisconsin Primary Health Care 

Association and the Wisconsin Public Health Association, which places AmeriCorps 

members in Community Health Centers, Public Health Departments, and health focused 

non-profits to provide health education and increase access to primary care for 

Wisconsinites. Members will serve in several capacities: as patient navigators, assisting 

patients to work their way through the health care system by providing information on 

obtaining health care coverage, access to care, benefits, and call-backs; as health 

educators, preparing materials for both individual patients and communities, teaching healthy 

lifestyles, eating habits, chronic disease maintenance, and public health concepts; and as 

community outreach specialists, working with several local organizations to improve the 

quality of care and resources available to patients. 
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Smiles All Around 
Alexandria Ceranske 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Children’s Health Alliance of Wisconsin 

1st Congressional District 
State Assembly District 13 

State Senate District 5 
 

A portion of my time serving at the Children's Health Alliance of Wisconsin is dedicated to the 
Oral Health initiative and the Seal A Smile program (SAS). Specifically, I help manage the 
online database that stores the necessary information for the state to maintain the program, as 
well as conduct site visits to answer questions and ensure programs are running smoothly and 
efficiently. Recently, I was in a SAS school in the southeastern part of the state. Upon arrival I 
climbed up three flights of stairs of an old school building that serves as a gym and theater. 
Once I reached the top, I felt a little uneasy for a brief moment and then the feeling faded. I 
eventually noticed the floor was slanted because the space had once been theater box seating 
(hence my body's slight initial uneasiness). Located in this area were three mobile dental chairs 
and all of the materials to perform sealant-based care. The hygienists and assistants were not in 
the least deterred by the space. That’s the exciting thing about public health and those 
dedicated to service; a closet can suffice as an office or a mobile dental clinic. Public health 
workers work with what they have and keep their minds on the outcomes, not the 
aesthetics. After I went through checking the dental materials and answered a few technical 
questions, the children arrived. And let me tell you, we were aware when they arrived! Imagine 
two-hundred little pairs of shoes running in and around a gym, while screams and giggles 
ensued. The gym, and thus the balcony, was loud and full of life. It was so loud that you could 
only hear a person talking if they were within a foot of you. To say the least, the children were 
excited! They were excited to see the dentist and pick out a new colored toothbrush. Indirectly, 
the SAS program made it possible for them to be excited about their health. In that old balcony 
on a chilly, noisy morning were two hygienists, two dental assistants, a community health center 
director, a SAS school staff advocate, the statewide manager of SAS, a Wisconsin HealthCorps 
member, and the students! I was part of the cohesive collaboration that is absolutely necessary 
to make a public health driven program possible, and for that I am truly grateful. 
 

 

Culture Shock 
Alicya Peterson 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Scenic Bluffs Community Health Center 

3rd Congressional District 
State Assembly District 96 

State Senate District 32 
 

Prior to the AmeriCorps program I had very little contact with the Amish culture. The most I 
knew was there were two television shows about the Amish culture, Breaking Amish and Amish 
Mafia, and both seemed to be a bit of a stretch. Needless to say I didn't know anything about 
their culture or traditions. Once I started working at Scenic Bluffs Community Health Center, I 
was nervous, but interested to learn about the Amish culture. As the months passed I was 
slowly filled in on the Amish that are served by our community health center. When it came time 
to start scheduling schools that we would visit for dental outreach I was skeptical on how Amish 
would greet three females presenting on tooth brushing in their schools. In February of 2014, 
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four Amish schools allowed us to present in their schools and for February 2015 we had one 
school agree to let us present. The school that responded was in a different area then we 
normally visit and the prep we received on what to expect from the students was not positive. 
We were told the students would likely not respond to our questions and would not be very 
accepting of outside visitors. The actual response from the students was completely opposite of 
what we anticipated. The students were excited to respond, smiled at us, and even asked 
questions! The presentation was a huge hit with the students and their teachers. We walked 
through the class and assisted students with proper tooth brushing technique and showed them 
how to use floss. After the presentation the students sang a song for us as a thank you for 
bringing them new tooth brushes, toothpaste, and floss. My initial assumption about the Amish 
culture was completely different from the experience I ended up having. Now I'm the one 
correcting others on their perception of Amish culture and traditions. 
 

 

Seeing an Effect From my Work 
Anthony Meier 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Portage County Health and Human Services 

 3rd Congressional District 
State Assembly District 71 

State Senate District 24 
 

Public Health is rewarding, but can also sometimes feel distant. We know what we’re doing is 
helping people, that it improves the community and helps people enjoy full, healthy lives; 
however, we often see it as statistics and slow change over the span of years. It can be rare to 
receive immediate knowledge that what you did changed someone’s life; however, I was lucky 
to see that affect in one individual that I helped. Someone I helped get health insurance in a 
confusing, difficult situation needed an expensive prescription. She was visibly in rough shape. 
After I finished helping her find an affordable insurance plan that would get her access to the 
expensive prescription, I heard very little after that. I was working under the assumption that no 
news was good news. Then, while taking a walk on my day off, several months later, I 
encountered her. She was walking tall and apparently healthy. When she saw me, she ran up 
and thanked me. She had been receiving the prescription for a couple of months now and her 
condition had dramatically improved. She was in good spirits and good health. It was amazing 
to see someone who was doing well and having good days in part due to what I had done to 
help her. Seeing our good deeds in person is a rare treat, but one that I've been able to enjoy 
thanks to my work with AmeriCorps. 
 

 

The Next Generation 
Ellen Humberston 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Bridge Community Health Clinic 

7th Congressional District 
State Assembly District 85 

State Senate District 29 
 

Recently, a partnering organization of the Wausau Urban Community Gardens asked me to 
attend an elementary school's farm expo to have a table about bees. While excited for the 
opportunity, I was instantly overwhelmed with nervousness and scared of what these kids would 
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want to know and be interested in. While I prepared for the event, my nervousness grew. Once I 
set up at the expo, though, and the 500 kids were walking through the hall, the beauty of the 
opportunity hit me. From kindergarten to 5th grade, the majority of the kids were energized and 
impassioned to talk about our environment and how bees contribute to its wellbeing. Their eyes 
lit up to find out new honey bee facts and to taste the raw honey with bits of comb still inside. 
Even better, I would look across the hall at another stand where 6-year-olds were begging to try 
the organic carrots brought from a local farm, while a hen beside that stood suspiciously eyeing 
everyone who passed. It was one of those wonderful moments that you truly treasure, watching 
the children's enjoyment in learning more about sustainable, local ways to stay healthy. 

 

 

re:THINK Addiction 5K 
Ashley Ester 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Children’s Health Alliance of Wisconsin 

 6th Congressional District 
State Assembly District 54 

State Senate District 18 
 
I had only been at my site, Winnebago County Health Department, for a couple of days when I 
joined the Prevention Pillar of the Heroin Task Force. When I went to the first meeting I found 
out the prevention pillar had decided to have a run to help raise awareness of heroin and other 
substance abuse issues in Winnebago County. The re:TH!NK Addicition 5K was only two and 
half weeks away and since I had no experience with the topic of heroin or runs, I did whatever 
was needed of me. As the race approached, it got more hectic. The day before the race we 
were supposed to set up the course, but it was raining. It was also a time you could pick up your 
packet, but very few came out. Thankfully, the day of the race, the sun was shining and it was a 
perfect running temperature. On the race day I did a variety of the tasks, including coordinating 
the food for after the race. When people were coming throughout to get their food they kept 
thanking me for everything that I did. I kept repeating it back to them. They were the ones who 
came out and ran this race to help raise awareness. They were the ones who took time out of a 
beautiful Saturday to support the run. This was the first year of the event, and we were only 
expecting 250 people to sign up. All told, there was 450 participants that signed up for the 
re:TH!NK Addiction 5K. These participants and sponsors helped the Prevention Pillars to raise 
$14,500. This money went to local programs that work on substance abuse issues. This event 
left me inspired. Oshkosh had come together to raise awareness of an issue affecting our 
community. There was another Heroin Task Force event a couple of weeks ago, and we had 
around 125 people attend it. Every time the community comes together around this issue, it 
inspires me. I am glad that I get to work on this issue. 
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Mothers 
Erica Shecter 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Marinette County Health Department 

 8th Congressional District 
State Assembly District 89 

State Senate District 30 
 
Ms. V walked into my office with a deep cough and a heavy, faded coat. We promptly began to 
work on her Medicaid application. It was difficult filling out her information for a couple reasons. 
First, I was still learning how to navigate it. Also, Ms. V had been laid off earlier that year, and 
was just finishing a temp job. She was low on money for gas, but luckily she had been in town 
today. As we made our way through the application, Ms. V talked about her mother who recently 
passed away and how it had broken her heart. With a distant gaze and a smile, she talked 
about their special routine of eating at their favorite restaurant once a week. "I don't eat there 
anymore," she continued sadly. "Besides, it's been burnt down." Soon the only sound was the 
tapping of fingers on the keyboard as her application neared completion. "Remember to spend 
time with your mother. Don't walk out of her life suddenly and completely. It'll hurt her," Ms. V 
advised as we clicked the submit button. Her words hit my heart. I thought of my mom eight 
hours away, and for the first time I saw myself from my mom's perspective. I remembered how 
precious time with my mom is, and how moving away had been painful for her. I printed off the 
materials Ms. V needed to complete her application. As I handed them to her she said, "Thank 
you so much, again. Remember to keep in touch with your mom." "Thank you, Ms. V. I 
promise," I replied, and smiled.  
 

 

Navigating the Labyrinth 
Kelsey Getz 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Dane County Department of Human Services 

2nd Congressional District 
State Assembly District 48 

State Senate District 16 
 
Throughout the past six months, I've realized that low cost health care doesn’t equal straight-
forward health care. Navigating the often siloed system can be time consuming and confusing. 
Accessing care often requires multiple phone calls, a surplus of mental grit, and a great deal of 
patience. I worked with an individual being released from the Public Safety Building who had 
received a referral for substance abuse counseling as well as family counseling. She was 
worried her insurance wouldn't cover the counseling because she thought that her HMO had 
switched. When I asked her why she thought her HMO changed, she told me that when she had 
gone to purchase her medications, the prices had sky-rocketed. Consequently, she stopped 
taking her medications and assumed there wasn't much she could do. Our mission became 
twofold: First, we needed to find out which HMO she belonged to in order to figure out why her 
medications were so expensive. Next, we needed to ensure said HMO would pay for mental 
health care at the agency to which she was referred. We began by calling BadgerCare+ 
Enrollment Specialists since their phone wait-time is usually the shortest. They confirmed that 
she was still enrolled in BadgerCare+ and that her HMO was Group Health. When we inquired 
as to why her medications were so expensive, they were unsure and told us to call her 
pharmacy. We then called Walgreen's about her medications being so expensive. They too 
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confirmed she was in Group Health’s HMO for BadgerCare+, but were unable to tell us why the 
medications were so expensive. They directed us to EDS, a company that contracts with 
BadgerCare+. We called EDS, and the worker told us that there was a private Group Health 
insurance flagged on the individual's account. On speaker-phone, the individual tried telling the 
EDS worker that she didn’t know what that insurance was or where it came from. She had never 
had private insurance or income in the past year as she had been homeless and jobless. 
Finally, the EDS worker realized it was an error in the system, and removed the private 
insurance flag, resulting in relief for everyone involved. We then called Group Health to explore 
our options for mental health care. We scheduled two appointments, and then we called MTM to 
schedule rides to these appointments. After working together for about two hours, we were high-
fiving and giggling at the madness of the afternoon, and especially relieved that we eventually 
figured everything out. The individual mentioned to me that had I not been there on the phone 
with her, she probably wouldn't have gone through with all the calls. This perspective hit me 
hard. Over the past six months, there have been times in which I've feel helpless for not having 
answers for folks; for having to point them toward yet another number to call, for sheepishly 
asking if they have ten or fifteen minutes to spare while offering my cell-phone. I realized 
through working with this individual, though, that maybe "helpful" can just mean being a 
comrade to work with through the frustrating bits; a friend to keep you going when you are on 
hold for the sixth time that day. Someone to affirm your frustrations, but also affirm your worth---
that yes, YOUR health is important. And YES, you are worth the process it takes to find the 
answers and get the care you need. 
 

 

Improving Public Health, One Child at a Time 
Kristen Lunde 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Childrens Health Alliance of Wisconsin 

1st Congressional District 
State Assembly District 13 

State Senate District 5 
 
A part of my service year as an AmeriCorps Member at the Children's Health Alliance of 
Wisconsin is implementing the Wisconsin Asthma Coalition school walkthrough program. The 
program seeks to increase school attendance by reducing exposure to environmental asthma 
triggers found within school buildings by:  
 

1. Identifying asthma triggers in the school environment 

2. Providing low- and/or no-cost recommendations to eliminate and/or reduce 

environmental asthma triggers  

3. Increasing knowledge and awareness regarding management of environmental 

asthma triggers 

I had the opportunity to complete my first school walkthroughs in February, travelling to northern 
Wisconsin for four days to visit four school districts. One moment in particular from these 
walkthroughs stands out in my mind. The process of completing a walkthrough includes a brief 
assessment of each classroom to identify potential asthma triggers. I was completing a 
walkthrough in an elementary school and entered a third grade classroom. A student excitedly 
approached me and asked what I was doing. I explained to him that I was looking for things that 
might make kids with asthma sick. He quickly pulled an inhaler from his pocket and exclaimed, 
“I have asthma! Sometimes, when I can’t breathe, I have to take my inhaler.” I smiled and said 
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that he was doing a great job keeping his inhaler with him and that I would try my best to be 
sure his classroom was healthy. To me this moment highlights the important role of public 
health and HealthCorps members striving to improve the health and well-being of Wisconsin 
residents. Primary care and medications are certainly important for the prevention and treatment 
of disease; however, it is public health interventions such as the school walkthrough program 
that promote systematic change and create a healthier environment for children and adults 
alike. Many organizations would not be able to implement these public health programs without 
the service of an AmeriCorps member. This moment made me incredibly thankful for my 
experience this year and for the opportunity to affect public health in Wisconsin. 

 

 

Starting the Journey 
Kristin Hildebrandt 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
NorthLakes Community Health Center 

 7th Congressional District 
State Assembly District 74 

State Senate District 25 
 
I helped people sign-up for health insurance. I didn’t think I would be a significant person in their 
life. I can easily see how the doctor they can now see because they have insurance would be a 
memorable person. Yet, when I was purchasing gas, the cashier recognized me immediately. 
While I could not remember this young cashier’s name, her story came back to me quite clearly. 
Even though she didn’t have a very dramatic or complicated experience, she told me how I 
didn’t make her feel stupid while she exposed a very vulnerable part of herself. It was in that 
moment that I realized I was the first person to help these clients in their journey to accessing 
more regular healthcare. People are made up of stories and these stories are stored in their 
bodies. If you look carefully, these stories can give you more clues than what the person will tell 
you. You observe a furrowed brow, glasses that come off, and a trembling voice as one person 
thinks about how to budget for this insurance bill too. You can see the body’s tension and fear of 
making an important decision with the looming question, “What if I make the wrong choice?” 
The physical body also provides clues that the client is becoming empowered as it softens and 
even lights up with new hope and possibility. Besides the in-the-moment reflections, you can 
see how a job, home stress, economic worry, and past abuse is carried in the body; and it looks 
heavy. I want to remove some of the burden that these clients carry, so in addition to health 
insurance assistance, I helped to start two new initiatives: a medical legal partnership and bike 
transportation program. Often a patient’s problem is a constant referral to someone else, with no 
answer or resolution. Hopefully through these two programs and the other enabling services 
NorthLakes provides, we can add a layer of protection against illness as we work to create a 
healthy community. 
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Teaching Healthy Habits at the Oshkosh Boys and Girls Club 
Lynnsey Erickson 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Winnebago County Health Department 

6th Congressional District 
State Assembly District 54 

State Senate District 18 
 

During my time at the Winnebago County Health Department, I have had the pleasure, and 
challenge, of teaching kids at the Oshkosh Boys and Girls Club about healthy habits. Every 
other Thursday, staff who coordinate Winnebago County's re:TH!NK coalition help kids create 
healthy snacks. The kids who choose to attend these lessons and make the snacks are often 
from low income, at-risk home situations and could use support in leading healthier, happier 
lives. I have had the experience of making "healthy ladybugs" with strawberries, olives, and 
chives, or healthy energy bites with peanut butter, flax seeds, oats, and honey, when the kids 
tell me what kinds of healthy foods they already know they don't like. "I hate tomatoes!" or "I just 
know that I won't like this!" However, I've also had many experiences of telling kids that there 
are many different types of tomatoes or that you have to try something before you know you 
hate it, and the kids end up reluctantly agreeing that they do actually like some of the healthy 
foods we make. I had one child in particular who came in to the lesson looking like he already 
made up his mind that he didn't want whatever we were making and would protest having to try 
a grape tomato; however, after I showed everyone how to create the snack, he slowly became 
more interested in making his snack the best out of the group. I even persuaded him to try it 
once he was finished, and he excitedly asked, "Can we make another one?" These lessons 
have shown me the importance of starting early in a child's life to provide them with fresh fruits 
and vegetables. Many of these kids haven't been able to try fresh, local tomatoes or know what 
flax seeds are, so introducing them to these types of foods early can make them willing to try 
other healthy foods later on. Our hope is that showing these kids that they can make fun snacks 
out of healthy foods will change their perception of what "healthy" means and will help them 
make the healthier choice the easier and more fun choice. 

 

 

A Collaborative Approach 
Martina Mellang 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Scenic Bluffs Community Health Center 

 3rd Congressional District 
State Assembly District 96 

State Senate District 32 
 
There is much to be said about collaboration and good communication to accomplish all 
projects and tasks. Just this week I coordinated presentations at the Norwalk, Ontario, Wilton 
school’s Community Learning Center (CLC). With the help of my colleagues we were able to 
provide meaningful, age-appropriate information and activities on stress and ways to 
relax. Currently, there is a social work student named Nieves from Viterbo College doing her 
practicum at Scenic Bluffs. I had already set up this month’s CLC with one of our mental health 
providers on the topic of stress. This turned out to be a perfect opportunity for Nieves to help 
create a lesson plan and get experience with public speaking. Nieves is from the Philippines 
with English as her second language and tends to get nervous speaking in unknown conditions. 
I met with her several times to go over age-appropriate activities. We collaborated together to 
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find activities to fill two 45 minute time slots for two very different age groups. Our first group 
was with about six 1st graders. The second group was with fifteen 5-8th graders. I helped 
Nieves become more confident presenting to the students by practicing how she would explain 
the activities to the students with transitions and speaking loud and clear so the students 
understood her. She did really well with both groups and we got positive verbal and written 
feedback from supervisors and the CLC coordinator. The 1st graders were really excited to try 
different yoga poses and couldn’t wait to show their teachers the next day. The 5th-8th graders 
stayed attentive and participated in all activities and discussion. This was a great learning 
experience for me and I felt like this was one of the best CLC presentations we have done. The 
students made this all worthwhile and I am glad to have had the chance to work as a team to 
bring mental health activities into the school.  
 

 

Small Gesture, Big Impact 
Megan Kees 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Waushara County Health Department 

6th Congressional District 
State Assembly District 41 

State Senate District 14 
 
Through the various programs that the Health Department provides, I've had the opportunity to 
work with elementary schools in Waushara County on multiple occasions. I have been at the 
schools to do hearing and vision screenings on the elementary students and have also gone to 
the after school program to do health presentations. Since I have been involved with the schools 
a few times, students have started recognizing me when I come to do programs now. Some 
students will run up to me and ask me if I am the person that was there a few weeks ago to 
check their eyes. It is exciting to have the students recognize me and want to talk to me about 
the programs I am there for. A few students will even run up and hug me when they see me. It is 
heart-warming to know that these children appreciate what I am doing for them. As a specific 
example, the second graders that attended my first health presentation made me thank-you 
cards. They are the first thank-you cards I have received and I know I will cherish them forever. 
These are the things that I will think of during the hard days in the future. It is nice to be able the 
think about those cards and remember that I do make an impact with the work I do.  

 

 

Asthma Wellness 
Omoshalewa Bamkole 
Wisconsin HealthCorps 

Fight Asthma Milwaukee Allies 
4th Congressional District 

State Assembly District 16 
State Senate District 6 

 
It is hard to believe that we have already passed the halfway point of my service term with Fight 
Asthma Milwaukee (FAM) Allies and Milwaukee Area Health Education Center (AHEC). There 
have been many exciting opportunities for me to get involved with the community through 
educational and outreach efforts, ranging from our school based programming to participating in 
conferences, and even conducting trainings. In my position, I was privileged to contribute to the 
development of FAM Allies’ Asthma Wellness Day (AWD) this year. This year represented FAM 
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Allies’ 21st year of hosting an asthma focused health fair which provides free asthma education, 
tools, and services for attendees. Through this fair, attendees were able to learn about asthma 
control and management, asthma related tools, and had the chance to speak with doctors, 
nurses, and other asthma experts about their questions. In my time with FAM Allies and 
Milwaukee AHEC, I have learned a tremendous amount about asthma control and 
management, and of the variety of factors that make individuals, families, and communities 
vulnerable to this chronic condition. I am still learning, but some of the factors that resonate with 
my own interests in public health include the lack of access to health care and services and 
limited understanding of environmental factors’ impact on our health. Capitalizing on this 
knowledge, we were able to incorporate new elements to the program including collaborating 
with Walgreens to offer an onsite Flu Shot Clinic and providing the opportunity for enrollment 
into the Health Insurance Marketplace during the event. The icing on the cake was the ability to 
include several of my fellow WI Health Corps members to work on preparing for and executing 
Asthma Wellness Day. Together with our planning team we were able to gather 94 volunteers to 
deliver asthma education and supplies to 124 attendees! It feels both like I just started and like I 
have been here for much longer, and I am still thoroughly enjoying my placement. I am looking 
forward to what’s to come in the remainder of my term! 
 

 

Community Conversations 
Rebecca Baader 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Fight Asthma Milwaukee Allies 

 3rd Congressional District 
State Assembly District 91 

State Senate District 31 
 

Before beginning my position with the HealthCorps, I had little knowledge of public health or the 
level of access to care that exists in the community of Eau Claire. Many other AmeriCorps 
members travel far from home to have their AmeriCorps experience while my experience in Eau 
Claire, WI has been a re-connection with a place that is just 30 minutes from where I grew up 
and a place that I traveled to often with friends and family; however, there was so much that I 
didn't know about the community before starting this position. Through my position, I have 
gotten the opportunity to truly explore access to care in Eau Claire County in a broader sense 
than just thinking about whether a community member has insurance or not. Over these past 
months I have gotten to talk with many community members and learn about the truly dynamic 
community of Eau Claire. I had conversations with people that work with a wide range of 
populations in our community that are typically thought to have more of a struggle accessing 
care (rural, low-income, Hmong, Hispanic and formerly-incarcerated). These conversations 
opened my eyes to so many things that I didn't realize happened in our community, both 
positive programs that exist and more negative barriers that different populations face when 
trying to access care. I truly enjoyed further learning about these different groups; however, 
what was most impactful for me personally was seeing the genuine compassion and pure 
dedication that each and every one of the individuals that I spoke with have about serving the 
community to create a better Eau Claire County. I believe that this had such an impact on me 
because I do want to seek employment in the nonprofit world when my time serving with 
AmeriCorps is done. I feel that my AmeriCorps position has given me an initial taste of what my 
future holds. I feel very passionate about the work that I do to help my department better reach 
the Eau Claire community and improve health care access for all. I am excited to see where this 
journey will take me and continue to grow my true passion for service.  
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Finding My Voice 
Ryan Smith 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Fight Asthma Milwaukee Allies 

 6th Congressional District 
State Assembly District 55 

State Senate District 19 
 
To be honest, in looking ahead to my mid-year review with my supervisor, I was not expecting a 
whole lot. It could not, however, have been more worthwhile. In focusing on my day-to-day 
work, I had lost sight of the fact that while I had been helping to change the lives of others, that I 
had changed as well. It was exceedingly valuable because it gave me an opportunity to step 
back for a moment and reflect on both my personal and professional development over the first 
half of my service. I am just now beginning to realize just how far I have come. Through my 
AmeriCorps experience, I feel as though I have begun to find my voice as leader. Throughout 
my life, I was always a follower: someone who never wanted to voice his own opinions or ideas 
for fear of rejection or failure. I always sat silently in larger groups and watched as others took 
the reins and made their vision come to light. That was before I found AmeriCorps. This change 
has most certainly not easy, but it has been essential nonetheless. Never before have I been 
challenged to step outside of my comfort zone as much as I have in these past six months. I can 
remember numerous instances early in my service term when my stomach would turn at the 
thought of presenting my ideas in front of a large group. I was so worried that I would come 
across poorly or that I would make a mistake. I wanted to return to my old ways of being the 
silent onlooker, but I knew that I had to press on. Pushing through moments like these and 
finding success has given me a great level of self-confidence. I now feel comfortable enough 
with myself to make mistakes, which has opened up a world of opportunities for me to lead 
others. Instead of being so preoccupied with the consequences of failure, I have started to focus 
on the rewards of success and the feeling of knowing that I made it happen. Finding my voice 
has been an empowering and transformative experience. 

 

 

Final Open Enrollment Events 
Seth Heithaus 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Fight Asthma Milwaukee Allies 

2nd Congressional District 
State Assembly District 77 

State Senate District 26 
 
The last several months have been filled with open enrollment activities. I have split my time 
between organizing events, finding volunteers for those events, and working directly with 
consumers to get them through the health insurance enrollment process. As they had been 
during the training process, volunteer assisters showed their commitment by staffing the 
libraries and other events weekly, despite busy schedules. Just as impressive were the certified 
application counselors and agents who were already doing this work throughout the week 
professionally, but still felt compelled to volunteer at community events. The days I enjoyed 
most were those of the events themselves, when I could see all the planning come together, 
and work with the other volunteers to solve complex issues. One of the best examples of this 
was the final weekend of the health insurance marketplace open enrollment period. I helped 
coordinate two events, one on Saturday, one on Sunday, and each at public libraries. Over the 
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course of those two afternoons, the other assisters and I helped over seventy people with the 
enrollment process. The Saturday event started at the same time the library opened, so when I 
arrived that morning, the wind whipping and temperatures in the single digits, I was locked out. 
In spite of the miserable conditions, several people were already waiting outside. By the time 
the doors opened, enough people had shown up to occupy most of the library's available 
seating. Once we got inside and began setting up, the two other enrollment assisters and I 
realized we were unprepared to work with everyone who had shown up in the time allotted. 
Despite the fact that it was a Saturday, several other assisters answered their phones and 
showed up later in the day to help with enrollment, coming from other events they had worked at 
earlier in the day. Because signing up for insurance often requires talking about personal 
information, we usually try to work privately with consumers. Given all the assisters that showed 
up, we had no choice but to work together in the library’s conference room. This actually ended 
up being an advantage. The other assisters and I were able to bounce questions off each other 
as needed, and those we worked with were very patient, even when the website's verification 
system went down. The event held at the Capitol Library on the following day (the enrollment 
deadline) was a great example of people coming together from throughout the community. The 
volunteers that day came from a variety of backgrounds: a financial counselor from one of the 
hospital systems, a benefits specialist from Milwaukee Behavioral Health, and an insurance 
agent from a private agency. Those we worked with also had a variety of situations, from a 
single mother looking for insurance for her kids, to a self-employed mechanic looking to get 
coverage for himself for the first time in years, to recent immigrants from Ireland and Haiti trying 
to understand the American insurance system. Once again, more people showed up than 
anticipated, but the librarians worked with us to help sign people in and graciously stayed a half 
hour past closing time to allow us to finish up. I was reminded of the motivating power of a 
common, altruistic goal, and having the means to help others achieve it. 

 

 

Getting Things Done 
Shabreka Chapman 

Wisconsin HealthCorps 
Fight Asthma Milwaukee Allies 

 1st Congressional District 
State Assembly District 18 

State Senate District 6 
 
Working at Progressive CHC has been the best experience in my AmeriCorps career. Starting 
out, I was introduced to the entire staff, at both clinics, and given so much information that I 
wanted to split the lobes of my brain after the first week to empty them out. But the information 
stuck. And that’s important. Working as Community Outreach Coordinator for a health center is 
different. It’s fun, the pace varies from day to day, and I am interacting with so many people on 
a daily basis. For the most part, Health and Wellness Fairs are my second home. Since starting, 
I’ve spent many hours manning the Progressive CHC booth, speaking to people about our 
organization and its primary care services, and also hearing their stories as well. There is one 
story in particular that has stuck with me. It comes from a middle-aged Hispanic male who has 
chronic diseases that he struggles to maintain. With permission to tell his story, I will share. In 
October, there was a health and wellness fair at the Destiny Youth Plaza called, “The 
Fatherhood Summit.” It is a major event aimed at men of color, and men of color who are 
fathers. There were resources for any and every one who came, no matter if they were black, 
white, brown, or green. About an hour into the event, I met with this gentleman. He came all the 
way from Racine County with his son. The distance he traveled to get to this Summit was 
amazing in and of itself, but his story shattered my heart. He has type 2, and unmanaged heart 
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disease. He has bouts of hospital stays, with the most recent visit about a month prior to the 
Summit. As he browsed the generous selection of resource tables he made eye contact with 
me. I suppose something I said, or the way I listened, prompted him to open up. I’m not a 
medical provider, so I was a bit nervous upon first hearing what he had to say. But I let him talk. 
The standard of care he received previously was something I’ve only heard about on the health 
TV documentaries on TLC and Discovery Health and Fitness. Nurses walked in and said racially 
charged things to him, telling him he needed to leave the hospital, refusing to hear his 
questions, and he was not given a chance. I encouraged him to use the fair to help himself and 
his family. We spent about 30 minutes alone searching, together, for solutions. I have a sort of 
disdain for telling people to call *211 because I’ve called it before and I ended up turned around 
too many times. After I helped him, he spent about another three hours at the fair. Lunch was 
included, and it was a warm, safe place for him and his son to be at for the day at least. They 
traveled a while to get here, and they made a day out of it. This is a great story because I was 
able to be a resource, a listening ear, a help, to someone in need. It is my job, but most 
importantly, it was a service. As the AmeriCorps pledge goes, “I am an AmeriCorps member 
and I will get things done!”  
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