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March 1, 2008

AmeriCorps Alum
600 Means Street

Suite 210

Atlanta, GA 30318
To Whom It May Concern:

I am writing with respect to the 2008 The AmeriCorps Alums Eli Segal Award in support of the nomination for Ms. Rhonda Ulmer.  I have known Rhonda for over two years through her involvement in Leadership Anne Arundel (“LAA”) as a graduate of both our Neighborhood Leadership Academy (“NLA”), a program designed to help participants become adept in leadership roles by focusing on improving skills, as well as our Flagship program, which includes an intense curriculum of civic information and leadership skills development.  She is an active volunteer in our organization and is consistently one of our strongest recruiters for our NLA program in an effort to help other parents in her community learn the skills they need to be more effective community leaders.  Rhonda is, without question, precisely the type of person your organization is looking to recognize for exemplary service as an involved and proactive parent volunteer. 

Shortly after our introduction I learned about Rhonda’s involvement with her local PTA for Van Bokkelen Elementary School. As education and child welfare are two issues near and dear to my heart, I was impressed by her commitment both to her school and to her community. She expressed that the NLA program had empowered her as a parent to become involved in their community and wanted to share the NLA opportunity with other parents in her community. I gladly accepted her invitation to attend the PTA’s “fall festival” meeting to help her do so.  I was astounded by the level of community involvement I witnessed that evening.  Nearly 200 parents and students were in attendance, taking an active role in the success of their school.  Rhonda had also brought together a number of community stakeholders, including the new Superintendent of Anne Arundel County Public Schools, to speak to those present about the value of public education. Her personal presentation to parents that night stressed the importance of their involvement in their child’s education, and how enrichment activities and community involvement were both integral components of their children’s success, the school’s success, the community’s success. But Rhonda did more than speak to these issues: set up around the perimeter of the gymnasium were stations featuring representatives from community organizations including LAA, Girl Scouts, the local Boys and Girls Club, and A.A. Co. Public Libraries, just to name a few.  For Rhonda it was not enough to simply tell parents to get involved; it was important to her that she provide them with the tools and skills they would need to be effective support for their children and advocates for their school and community.  
After that evening I asked Rhonda why she did what she did, and how, as a full-time, working, single mother of three (and a student to boot!) she found the time to be as involved with the school as she so clearly was.  She explained to me that when she moved to the area from Florida, she heard a lot of discouraging things about the school and learned that a number of parents had transferred their children to other schools in other districts.  Rhonda realized that if that trend continued, the community wouldn’t be able to sustain the school and many families would suffer for that loss.  After much thought she decided that rather than ignore the problem and send her children to another school as a quick solution, it made more sense to affect change in her community by helping to make the school one that parents could feel good about sending their children to.  In her mind, the best way to do that and to encourage others to do the same was to walk the walk, to set the example -- which is exactly what she did when she joined the PTA.

Through the many people I met that evening, and the many I have met since, it is obvious to me the difference Rhonda had made in her school and in her community, just by being strong and supportive and insisting over and over and over again to these parents and students that they have the power to make a difference.  When Rhonda joined the Van Bokkelen Elementary School PTA there were only 25 members; under her leadership, the PTA grew to 140 members and has won a national award for excellence.  She has created the Van Bokkelen Family Network to promote parent involvement and has created a vast network of community partnerships with organizations such as Anne Arundel Community College and other county agencies to help connect Van Bokkelen parents to the resources they need to strengthen their families.  Her tireless efforts on behalf of Van Bokkelen Elementary have helped increase academic performance and strengthen community support for the school. These efforts were also instrumental in having the school removed from the State Takeover List two years ago, something most could not have imagined when she joined the PTA in 2004.

Rhonda has given endlessly of her time, creativity, enthusiasm and encouragement to help Van Bokkelen Elementary School achieve new heights of success previously unrealized by that community.  She exemplifies community activism and parent involvement on every level and is an inspiration to her community.  I hope you will recognize her strength as a leader and a community activist and award her this honor, which she so richly deserves.  Should you have any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me. 
Sincerely,

Alli Holstrom

Program Manager
