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Community Involvement as My Educational Experience  
So many places, here in the Twin Cities and much farther away, have served as 

mediums for change in my life, catalysts for the majority of my academic and  

personal growth.  My journey began here in Highland Park, grew through experiences in Argentina, 

Bolivia, Chile, Mexico, and Spain, and flourished as I returned from abroad and immersed myself in 

different communities around St. Paul. From the beginning of my time at St. Kateôs, I came to  

understand that I have a big future in travel, in embracing and working with communities different 

from my own, andðmost importantlyðin non-traditional learning.   
 

A trip to Spain with my high school Spanish class after graduation, my first step out of the United 

States, was the spark I needed to light a deep interest in travel and study abroad. From there, I  

immediately made incessant trips to the office of Global Studies and decided on a semester program 

in Valparaíso, Chile for the spring of my sophomore year. I took all of my classes in Spanish, lived 

with a Chilean family, underwent true culture shock, and made some of the best friends of my life. I 

didnôt know then how much I would be impacted by the study of culture, people, and language.  

Anxious to travel again after my return, in January 2008, I went on  the Global Search for Justice seminar to study womenôs 

health and womenôs lives in Mexico. Combining this opportunity with my experience in Chile, my time in Mexico proved to 

me that I have a great aptitude for and truly thrive while experiencing different cultures. 
 

My time abroad changed my perspective on my life, my country and culture, and my view on what it means to be educated. I 

had a difficult time dealing with re-entry to the U.S. until I decided to recreate the cultural vibrancy and experiential learning I 

felt abroad, seeking to make it an integral part of my life here. I chose to learn about all the parts of my home city, St. Paul and 

see what else was out there. Community Work and Learning provided the perfect opportunity for all of my new ambitions. 
 

I began with a job through Community Work and Learning as an America Reads  tutor in a Minneapolis public school, My  

experience opened my eyes to the area in which I lived for the first time, gave me invaluable experience in education (my 

other field of study), and motivated me to  request a future student-teaching placement in an urban, public high school.   
 

An introduction to a new part of St. Paul followed my tutoring experience when I started participating at Jane Addams School 

for Democracy as part of a service-learning requirement in the capstone course for my Spanish major.  At Jane Addams, I 

found a community of immigrants that meet on the West Side to study citizenship and basic English. I saw  people working 

together, learning together, and connecting across cultures in the most basic and beautiful ways. Several months later, my time 

at Jane Addams evolved into a work study job through Community Work and Learningôs Community Leadership Program, 

where I had the opportunity to work as an intern in the Spanish Circle, interpreting for, studying with, and building community 

relationships with Latino participants.  Through my work, I have formed friendships, witnessed community growth from the 

grassroots level, discovered a completely different facet to the city where I live, and flourished in my Spanish skills.   
 

My involvement on the West Side pushed me to seek more work that was focused on community-building as I searched for a 

summer job. I found a job in the Daytonôs Bluff neighborhood on the East Side of St. Paul working at a summer recreation 

program for school-age children as part of a grant from the City of St. Paul.  Spending my summer with the kindergarteners 

there, witnessing and dealing with the realities of the most impoverished neighborhood in our city on a daily basis, taught me 

much more than I know how to put into words.  I learned about education, community, and basic human needs (and the human 

cost when each of these is lacking) in the most challenging, sometimes heart-breaking, and real ways. It was an experience for 

which I am so thankful. 
 

To round out my education at St. Kateôs, I have once again chosen real-life learning outside the classroom and travel abroad as 

my ñeducation.ò  I will spend next semester, my last of undergraduate study, in the Dominican Republic, throwing myself into 

a foreign experience where everything I need to do is observe, absorb, and learn.  I know that my classroom education at St. 

Kateôs has enabled me to pursue every experience Iôve had, but those experiences out in the world where I have been able to 

engage my passions, my curiosity, my sense of adventure, and my mind and my heart together have been the true keys to what 

Iôve become as a soon-to-be College of St. Catherine alumna.  I feel so strongly that my community experiences have allowed 

me the kind of learning that formal education in the classroom could never provide me. All these places and people that have 

been part of my St. Kateôs experience, including Community Work and Learning,  have shaped my identity, my goals, and my 

ideas in such deep and meaningful ways. 

By Amanda Saum 



In 10 weeks  
(a total of  38 days or 163 hours)  

 

9 America Reads 

van drivers  

 

Drove 44 tutors  
 

to 6 sites   
 

Totaling 375.25  

hours of tutoring 
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New America Reads Site Thanks Tutors 

Van drivers and program coordinators celebrate a successful semester over 

pizza and games (left to right: Carrie Feldman, Katie Swanson,  

Andrea Lund, Alana Clare, Amanda Steepleton, Gina Jagger) 

In 2007, as part of the YWCA St. Paulôs Centennial Initiative, the agency began the process of streamlining academic  

offerings in its various youth and family departments, as well as strategically aligning with Saint Paul public school  

curriculum. One large part of that effort started in fall of 2008, after the agency was selected by the MN Department of  

Education as a new Supplemental Education Services (SES) Provider. As such, the agency had to quickly prepare to welcome 

many students, all new to the agency and who attend St. Paul public 

schools that failed to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) for three 

years or more. 
 

With the parents of more than 80 students selecting YWCA St. Paul to 

provide this service, the agency easily could have been overwhelmed 

were it not for the supportive presence of 12 students from St. Kateôs 

America Reads program. The students arrived and got right to work, 

even though the program was just getting started and not all pieces were 

yet in place. They demonstrated patience, leadership, flexibility,  

compassion and creativity, along with consistency and enthusiasm. Their 

contribution to the development of the agencyôs Academic Services unit, 

and especially to the agencyôs Academic Enrichment Program, has been 

invaluable. 
 

With professionalism and maturity, St. Kateôs America Reads students 

served an ethnically, linguistically and economically diverse population 

of students. They worked with children who were only on site for tutoring a couple of hours per week, as well as children who 

participated each day in another YWCA St. Paul program- the Youth Achieverôs Program. They worked with children of all 

ages, ranging from kindergarten to 11th grade, whose academic skill levels ranged from far below grade level to far above. We 

at YWCA St. Paul know that without the help of these 12 dedicated America Reads mentors, we would not have been able to 

successfully launch our newest service- academic support and enrichment for St. Paul Public School students. 
 

Thank you! 
 

Staff of YWCA St. Paulôs Program Services Department 

Tutor Kristi Moua works with SES student 

Van Drivers Make It Happen  


