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Service Strides highlights six success stories written by members of Notre Dame Mission Volunteers 

AmeriCorps.  They wrote these stories as part of what we called the Brag Project.  This project was 

conceived during the pandemic as a way for members to reflect on their educational service and to 

brag about it in an article to be published in a newsletter.  Here it is: Service Strides. 

 
 

SECRET 
Thanks for the opportunity to brag about my site, one of the best-kept secrets in Orlando, FL, which is 

now about to be exposed.  Late in November, 2019 when I became a member of NDMVA, I was assigned 

to help at this school with over 300 students. I accepted the challenge with much trepidation. However, 

having accepted it, I determined to make my assignment a success, despite my late start in the school 

year. 

My first meeting with the Principal allayed my fears, since I recognized her ability to dispel fear and make 

anyone feel at ease.  Gradually, I observed that even though she had a great sense of humor, she was 

strict and very professional in her dealings with administrators, teachers, staff, parents and students. 

What was most amazing to me was her awareness of every student and her ability to detect immediately 

if each one was adhering to the rules, whatever the situation was, such as being in complete uniform, 

walking in the hallway, paying attention during morning or evening assembly, or maintaining an 

appropriate noise level in the cafeteria. 

Although of the three classroom options given me, I opted for Grade 2, during my first week, I was asked 

to assist in the Kindergarten classroom which was no problem  Then after a short time in my assigned 

classroom, where I bonded easily with both teachers and students, I was reassigned to Grade 3 at that 

teacher’s request. While I could continue to brag about the principal, teachers and staff, I would like to 

brag about a few of the students in Grade 3.   

While many teachers across the nation are reporting about decreased student interest in completing 

assignments and in producing the quality work they generally presented during the regular class sessions, 



NOTRE DAME MISSION VOLUNTEERS, Service Strides • June 2020 

 
 

2 

I can brag about some of our students during this COVID-19 pandemic and their involvement in on-line 

learning. I refer to at least two students who during regular class sessions were not confident enough to 

answer in class. However, in the quietness of their homes, they are gaining confidence and even 

volunteering answers to questions, much to the teacher’s delight. Hopefully, when we return to the regular 

classroom environment, their self-worth will have been so enhanced that they will continue to participate 

actively in class activities. 

Where is this best-kept secret?  It is the St. Andrew Catholic School, Orlando, FL.  Kudos to the entire 

school family for seeking to create highly motivated, self-confident students, and for preparing them to 

become productive citizens of their community. 

-Rosalind Brown, NDMVA – Orlando, Florida 

 

 

THE MEANING OF STUFF 
I began my service year as an extra at Maggie’s Place, a home of hospitality for pregnant and parenting moms. I 

provided general support to others who had designated roles in coordinating educational programs, volunteers, 

donations, and house operations. Fairly quickly, I was asked to take over as Donations Coordinator by a service 

member who wanted to pursue more meaningful activities. So I had my challenge: finding meaning in the 

management of stuff. A LOT of stuff! I would spend easily 20 to 30 hours a week carrying, unpacking and 

repackaging, sorting, putting away and giving away stuff. Stuff ranged from highly useful to curious to inconvenient 

to wildly inappropriate. Initially I thought of Henri Nouwen, humility, and the dignity of any work, albeit tedious 

and ephemeral. I learned through many small, intimate interactions that there is much more to the role. 

Stuff involves ownership which, with choice, involves agency. Stuff involves giving and receiving, which creates 

community. Stuff especially in our society involves self-image, which involves esteem and identity. At the most 

basic, stuff involves sustenance—a baby having a clean diaper or board book, a mom sleeping comfortably or 

dressing well for an interview, a now-independent alumna setting up an apartment or just having a reason to stay 

in touch. Best of all, I learned that in involving moms and alumnae in the role as much as possible, we could 

together create opportunities. I felt honored working with one alumna mom each week; the hours and resume 

line helped her practically, but even more I loved hearing her confidence thinking of related careers. Helping one 

mom thoughtfully pick out clothes for another mom was heartwarming. It filled me with hope helping a dad 

choose a beautiful, classic Lego set for a Christmas gift, encouraging him to enjoy it together with his child, then 

hearing his pride realizing that playing with Lego as a child probably helped him toward his carpentry career. But 
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the best was when any of the moms, who have seldom been given enough respect in life, tactfully told me how 

they would have done the job much better. 

Susan Mildi, NDMVA - Cleveland, Ohio. 

 

 

A MAJOR ACHIEVEMENT 
My main job at my site is to facilitate an after-school program that provides educational support and unique 

experiences and opportunities not included in a school curriculum. During the school day, I also work in one of 

the third grade classrooms. I help the teacher regulate the students and help the students with their work. Most 

of the students are below grade level but are making clear progress. One student is years behind and we don’t 

know if it’s even possible for him to catch up. I had been working a lot with him to understand basic concepts in 

all subjects. He often got distracted and would start asking me questions about anything and everything in the 

world. It was clear he just needed more love and attention in his life.  

I tried teaching him things beyond school subjects as well, like social skills, self-regulation, and life skills. One skill 

in particular was how to tie his shoes. By third grade, most students are able to tie their own shoes, which made 

this student self-conscious and embarrassed. While he was frustrated with some schoolwork, I took the time to 

bring my shoe up next to his, untied my laces, and showed him step by step what he needed to do. After a few 

tries and some frustration, he finally managed a loose knot. The rewarding part about the experience wasn’t that 

he learned a new basic skill, but the proud smile he was trying to hide, albeit unsuccessfully. He knows he is behind 

in a lot of aspects of life but the knowledge that he was able to learn something new and do it correctly was a 

major achievement for him and a proud moment for me. 

- Nicole Timm, NDMVA – Boulder, Colorado 

 

NEVER TOO LATE TO EXCEL 
During my two years as a Notre Dame AmeriCorps member, I have served as a Program Coordinator for 

Intercambio Uniting Communities in Boulder, Colorado. Generally speaking, I support adult English learners and 

volunteer teachers through our group and one-on-one classes. Although I am not directly a teacher, as many other 

NDMVA members are, I enjoy forming relationships and creating community with our volunteers and students. 

As can be expected, the COVID-19 pandemic has drastically changed our ability to conduct classes and serve our 

students. We have halted in-person classes for the rest of this calendar year, and are transitioning to online 
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platforms for classes. While this at first seemed an enormous challenge—especially since I’m no I.T. expert—I have 

begun to see real opportunity and positive impact with this shift.  

Many of our students have little experience with technology such as Zoom, the platform we are currently using 

for classes. One of my roles has been to prepare students for using Zoom and being able to participate in online 

classes, and I have found it so rewarding. Here’s why: even though Intercambio focuses on teaching English, the 

purpose behind that is to ignite human potential and create meaningful connections. In the world today, 

technology and computer literacy is increasingly important. I may not be able to connect with students the way I 

am used to, but I can show them I am invested in their learning by spending time patiently walking them through 

different Zoom functions, practicing with them, and problem-solving with them when their speakers or 

microphones are not working well. If you’ve ever spent 30 minutes trying to troubleshoot why your printer won’t 

connect to your computer, or any other technology problem, you know how frustrating it can be—it is always 

tempting to just give up on the issue.  

After working with students to use Zoom, my impression is that students gain confidence using technology, they 

learn a new skill that is applicable to other areas of their life, and they feel more invested in their learning because 

someone else has shown investment in their learning. Although I am not teaching English, I now have a better 

understanding of the value that community, confidence, and connection provide when working with adult 

learners. These are key principles in Intercambio’s English curriculum. It is never too late to start learning English—

or how to use a computer—and hopefully the analogy helps many native English speakers understand how 

persevering and resilient adult English learners are. 

- Lydia Bickell, NDMVA – Boulder, Colorado 

 

TA SERVICE IN LA 
Due to the circumstance of COVID19 my participation as a Notre Dame Mission Volunteer AmeriCorps member at 

St. Columbkille School has been only three weeks. However for me it has been enough time to hold the experience 

in my heart with gratitude. Just the fact of having the opportunity to share time with so many beautiful people, 

such as the students themselves, the school's teaching and administrative staff, the parents, and of course having 

every day the privilege of Sister Caroline’s presence, is already a gift.  

With that said, there is no doubt in my mind that all and each one of them has made a positive impact on me, and 

it is my hope that my presence has likewise been a benefit to them. It has been an honor to have the opportunity 

to be a positive role model, to practice values like consideration, respect and understanding and to serve with 

genuine enthusiasm and always with a positive attitude. 
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For the most part, my daily participation in the academic setting was as TA during breakfast, lunch and recess 

times and in the After School Program. Also I had the opportunity to participate and help the students in First, 

Second and Third grades. Usually in the classrooms, I would help them stay focused, finish their class assignments, 

or help them understand the concept of the assignment when it was not clear to them. Also, to increase their self-

esteem, I always reassured and congratulated them for their hard work, and reminded them to feel proud of 

themselves. At all times I reinforced their positive behavior and motivated them to keep practicing good manners. 

I frequently thanked them for their good behavior, or when it was lacking, redirected them with respect and 

discretion. The After-School Program was a good setting to create and develop Teacher-Assistant-Student 

relationship through having a good time playing basketball games or other physical activities. So much fun! 

 For me, having the opportunity to serve at St. Columbkille School has been a great privilege. When I started my 

service at St. Columbkille, right away sweet memories of my childhood came to my mind because as a child, in the 

convent of my little town I used to be surrounded by nuns and by the priest too. Consequently, serving at St. 

Columbkille I just knew I was in the right place. I was happy, and I was ready to give my best.  

Today, I am certain that my childhood years in the convent played a huge factor that contributed to define me in 

so much of who I am today as a human being. From the convent I have memories of the dedication and love of 

the nuns and priest helping the underprivileged. Although I was only about six years old, today I can say that, 

without knowing it, I learned a lot from them! By observing them I learned concepts of compassion, collaboration, 

hard work, dedication, and passion to help the less privileged. Also, one relevant event which impacted me greatly 

was when Sister Carmen installed a Library which for me was like heaven. I remember reading long periods of 

time and how I used to “travel” through my imagination, and thanks to that circumstance, I developed my love 

for reading. Also, understanding the importance of reading, I always motivate children to read, read and read! 

To conclude, I can say that I am grateful and blessed for so many things and for having the opportunity of be part 

of Notre Dame Mission Volunteers AmeriCorps in service of people in need. 

- Amelia Lopez, NDMVA -  Los Angeles, California 

-  

 
TA SERVICE IN LA -- En ESPANHOL 
Debido a la llegada de COVID19 mi participación como miembro de AmeriCorps en St. Columbkille Catholic School 

ha sido solamente de tres semanas, sin embargo, ha sido suficiente para atesorar la experiencia en mi corazón. 

Desde el mismo hecho de compartir con tanta gente hermosa, tales como: los estudiantes mismos, el personal 

docente y administrativo de la escuela y los padres de familia también, así como haber tenido el privilegio de 

conocer y saludar a la hermana Carolina. 
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Estoy convencida que, así como todos ellos hicieron un impacto positivo en mí, espero que yo también a su vez lo 

haya logrado a través de la consideración y el entendimiento humano, como a través del servicio positivo dado 

con genuino entusiasmo. Además de respetar la individualidad y mostrar sensibilidad a las diferencias de 

pensamiento o credo que considero sumamente importantes en nuestro diario vivir. 

Mayormente mi colaboración con los estudiantes era durante sus recreos, la hora de la comida y también en el 

Programa de Después de Escuela, excepto los grados de Primero, Segundo y Tercero con quienes tuve la 

oportunidad de participar con ellos en los salones y a los cuales reconocía sus esfuerzos académicos con lo cual 

incentivaba sus niveles de autoestima y autosuficiencia.  

Igualmente, en los recreos, resaltando y agradeciendo sus comportamientos positivos, o en su defecto, redirigir 

con respeto y discreción cuando era necesario. Así mismo, compartir momentos deportivos, como básquetbol con 

algunos de ellos en el Programa de Después de Escuela y con lo cual retroalimentaba nuestra relación de 

estudiante-docente. 

Para mí, el mismo hecho de formar parte de una entidad académica católica fue identificarme inmediatamente 

con mis años de infancia, cuando mis días los pasaba dentro de un convento, rodeada de monjas y también de la 

presencia continua del sacerdote de mi pueblo. Son recuerdos que mantengo conmigo llenos de ternura y mucha 

nostalgia, hoy comprendo que esos años fueron los que contribuyeron a definir ciertas bases de lo que hoy soy. 

Recuerdo la entrega, dedicación y amor al prójimo con que tanto el padre, como las monjas compartían su tiempo, 

su conocimiento y su vocación para mejorar la vida de los menos privilegiados.  

Aunque yo solo tendría unos seis años, hoy puedo decir, que, sin saberlo entonces, ¡aprendí mucho de ellos! 

Aprendí lo que es la bondad, el servicio, la compasión, la colaboración, el esfuerzo. En una palabra, el amor en 

acción directa. Recuerdo también que parte de mis juegos era agarrar una revista National Geographic, y aunque 

aún no podía leer porque aún no asistía a la escuela pretendía que la leía. Y eso me hacia inmensamente feliz. Mi 

imaginación simplemente me llevaba a los lugares que las fotografías de la revista me mostraban.  

Tiempo después, llego Madre Carmen, y aunque su edad era avanzada, su energía era visionaria y única, ella 

estaba llena de vitalidad. Entre sus proyectos puedo recordar uno que impacto mi existir para siempre. ¡fue 

instalar una biblioteca! ¡Esto para mí fue como el equivalente a llevarme a Disneyland…veía tantos libros! ¡Que el 

resultado fue simplemente enamorarme de la lectura! 

Hoy, puedo decir que fui y que soy muy afortunada y bendecida por la vida, no solo por darme la oportunidad de 

haber tenido ese tipo de experiencia en mi niñez, pero también de que la vida me haya colocado en el presente 

con la oportunidad de compartir esta experiencia como miembro de Notre Dame Mission Volunteer AmeriCorps 

y poder retribuir de alguna forma un poquito de lo mucho que en su momento recibí. Siempre estaré agradecida. 

- Amelia Lopez – Los Angeles, California 
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OUR FIRST GRADE ADVENTURES 
A Journey of Learning and Progress Before & During the Pandemic of 2020 

My name is Michelle Adair and I teach First Grade at St. Bonaventure Indian Mission School, in Thoreau, New 

Mexico. I have been serving the Navajo community as an elementary teacher since 2018. In all of my years of 

teaching, like most teachers around the world, this has indeed been a time of great unexpected changes, not only 

for teachers, but also for the children we work with. 

This year was one of growth for myself professionally as a teacher, and one of inward healing work.  It was also a 

year of great progress for our students as far as working in an environment based on peace and problem solving. 

Students learned by following the moral examples of Christian values and mindfulness. 

As a teacher, I had to come out of my comfort zone or “Box” and go above and beyond in many ways. The previous 

year of teaching was a trial and error period for me. Little did I know that I would be taking those skills of classroom 

management and putting them together in a completely unique way to serve the class I had this year.  

I am very grateful for www.classdojo.com! We started to test it out this year as a way to make things fun and 

engaging for our class. This online platform not only kept most of our students connected, but it pushed me into 

my more creative mode and what started as a very minimal use each day became my survival project during this 

pandemic. We have put on a virtual Pajama Book Party, Virtual Show & Tell and upcoming Virtual Talent Show. 

There was nothing so rewarding as finally seeing some of my students smile and laugh! 

Our school is very dedicated to serving the needs of our community. Each day during this pandemic, lunch staff, 

teachers, and volunteers are committed to going on the daily bus route to deliver lunches to our students, their 

families and all those who are in need. This may be the only meal many of these families receive.  

Another concern here is the water. About 30 percent of the families on the Navajo Nation do not have running 

water. Many do not have electricity. The other challenge we have faced is the internet. We already knew from the 

first day of this pandemic, that many of our students would not be able to go online, or do not have a computer, 

much less a printer to print out assignments.  

We all have stepped up to the challenge, doing the best we can – being available part-time to answer calls at 

school if parents need to talk about classwork or about other concerns. Some parents were able to drive by and 

pick up work, and in most cases, go on the lunch bus run to get the work to our students. This has all been an act 

of love and compassion. It has taken great courage and strength to stay positive for our families, our students, 

and each other.  

I have learned a lot about myself and how I have been able to adapt and survive with resilience through this whole 

situation. I have also learned more about the Navajo families and community around me. Having the opportunity 
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to go on a bus run and see where some of my students live has helped me to have more understanding and 

compassion for the students I already love and care for, and it has made me more creative in problem solving and 

communication.  

We will get through this together, I tell my students. Sharing pictures they did in class, and snapshots of lessons 

on the Classdojo.com site has been a life saver.  

Each day I will continue to send a positive note of encouragement to all of my students and their caregivers. One 

good thing about all of this is that it has made us stop, look, and listen just a little more to our inner voice, spirit, 

and to each other.  

- Michelle Adair, NDMVA – Thoreau, New Mexico 

 

Credits: Sisters Bobby English and Mary Alice McCabe for conceiving and coordinating the project; Jackie Simon 

for motivating the NDMVA participants and facilitating the Zoom calls; Meg Glendon for formatting the newsletter; 

Lydia Bickell, NDMVA, for providing a creative title; Sister Terry Davis for creating the letterhead; NDMVA 

participants for producing splendid stories. 
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