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Mi Experiencia en Perú: Living and Learning in Tacna

by Mary Florence Sullivan

As my flight pulled into Tacna’s little airport, I pressed my nose against 
the airplane window to catch my first nocturnal glimpse of the des-

ert city. Exhaustion from the long journey turned into adrenaline as I 
gathered my bags from the overhead compartment and proceeded down 
the airplane’s stairs into the arrival gate. With the help of some Peruvian 
friends I’d made on the plane, I clumsily arranged my heavy bags onto a 
cart and wheeled my way outside where the families and friends of the 
passengers were waiting to greet them. My nerves melted away as I gazed 
at the restless crowd: two women, one in her fifties and one much younger, 
were standing at the very front of the crowd, beaming and holding a small 
cardboard sign that read, “Bienvenida Florencia.” Before I could make 
out the words on the sign, I knew who they were. After hugs and warm 
smiles were exchanged, they introduced themselves as Hermana Zaida 
and Hermana Martha. 

Weeks later in my journey I found out they also knew who I was—one of 
the few clearly American-looking people on the plane—the moment they 
saw me. They told me they could tell by the excitement and youthfulness 
of my energy that I was the one coming to live with them. Our taxi ride 
home was filled with “no comprendo” and “como se dice,” as my Spanish 
was sub-par during my first few weeks in Tacna. Yet despite the misun-
derstandings and silences as I racked my brain for the Spanish phrases 
I knew, the warmth and gentleness radiating from the patient smiles of 
these Sisters of St. Joseph were extraordinary. I knew at that moment that 
volunteering at the school of the Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondolet Fe y 
Alegria San José would be an incredible, life-changing summer.

My first week in Tacna was a slow and gradual orientation to the life I 
would be living for the coming months. I was shown my duties in the 
house: the weekly chores and breakfast duty and how to wash my clothes 
by hand on the roof. I was instructed that all drinking water must be 
boiled before it was safe to consume. The sisters advised me to rest my first 
few mornings there, not to rise at 5:30 a.m. as would become my custom 
later on in the trip. Simultaneously, I was introduced to the customs of 

Networking and Knitworking

I am just getting started with my knitting. I know the women think I just 
infiltrated their group to be able to write this article, but I really do want 
to knit. I have a lot to learn and can’t think of a better environment to 
learn in. I don’t know if all social change takes place through acceptance 
and inclusion, working side by side on projects with people you didn’t 
know before, giving to others, and taking time for oneself … but there is 
no doubt in my mind that more of this kind of social change would be 
beneficial to Bryn Mawr College and to me.

Nell Anderson is the co-director of the Civic Engagement Office, where 
she provides support to the Praxis program and to a variety of campus-
community partnerships.
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ing, yet it was very difficult most days to keep them after the bell rang at 
the close of school to finish their work and ensure they understood it. In 
the afternoons I would help Profesora Fortunada with her daily tutoring 
sessions for second graders. They were the children with the greatest be-
havioral issues who also had trouble with reading and math. We worked 
strenuously from two in the afternoon until four, practicing addition, 
spelling, and pronunciation.

Throughout the second half of my stay in Tacna, I began to help out in 
the English classes of the middle school-aged students in the evening. The 
class needed help with pronunciation, so I would go over lists of English 
words for family members, the class repeating each word after me in 
unison. Sometimes we had to repeat certain words more than once, and 
they would giggle at the difference between my thick American-English 
pronunciation and their Peruvian-Spanish. I began a unit “Parts of the 
Body” while I was there, teaching the entire class the song “Head, Shoul-
ders, Knees, and Toes” standing on an empty desk in the front of the room. 
They were so excited to learn this elementary school classic, wanting to 
stay after the closing bell rang to make sure they knew it perfectly. A few 
of the students ran up to me after the class ended to hear me pronounce 
“ear” a few times more. 

At the Sisters’ house, I lived communally with five Peruvian Sisters of 
St. Joseph: Hermana Zaida, Hermana Gloria, Hermana Rosa, Hermana 
Martha, and Hermana Sonia. Each weekday morning we would awake for 
prayer and meditation at 6:20, and immediately following we would enjoy 
breakfast together. That was one of my favorite times of day—the calm, 
reflective start to the day, everyone enjoying a meal together, all gathering 
before what was certainly going to be a busy day. Each afternoon we would 
somehow manage to meet for a large lunch around one, taking a little 
break from the 7:30 a.m. to 6:30 p.m. school day. Then at dinnertime, we 
would be together again to relax, sometimes by playing games or watch-
ing movies in the evenings. On weekends, weekly chores and lunch duty 
were shared among the house. Weekends were also the time for laundry 
(by hand), an extremely humbling and meditative experience for me as I 
wrung out my sheets and jeans deep in thought about the cross-cultural 
differences and similarities.

the school, following the sisters around like a shadow as they were pulled 
one way and then another, trying to complete their daily tasks but having 
to respond to every other issue at school that day.

The first day I walked through the cement courtyard, trailing the sisters 
nervously, I was followed by pressing eyes and soft whispers from the 
students. With my skin color and purple hair I invited questions and shy 
“Hola señorita” greetings from the bolder students. I will never forget 
Loida who walked straight up to me on my second day of school. With 
her best friend in tow, she greeted me with the customary kiss on the 
cheek, all the while asking in cryptic, rapid Spanish where I was from 
and whether or not New York was beautiful. Her enthusiasm welcomed 
me into this new, unfamiliar world. Every day following, I looked for her 
among the sea of children making their way to class in between marble 
games and jump rope. She similarly sought me out, greeting me with her 
wide smile and calling, “¡Maria Florencia! ¿Como está?”

I joined Hermana Martha in her first-grade class during my second week 
in Tacna. She was the teacher’s assistant and left to tend to other work in 
the school after I caught on to the job’s responsibilities. I was swarmed 
with questions on my first day in the class, like, “Why do you speak Eng-
lish?” and “Why is your hair purple?” and “Why do you live in the States?” 
I tried to answer the best I could, all the while trying to keep the 5- and 
6-year-olds focused on practicing their cursive and learning addition. I 
fell in love with the class, the genuine happiness and excitement they felt 
over the simplest things, and the love and compassion that radiated from 
them as they greeted me with hugs and kisses each morning and, later, 
when they begged me to stay after my two months there were over.

It was a taxing job, in that the children in the class needed so much 
help. The class held 26 first-graders, all of them under the supervision of 
one teacher. She was excellent, and they listened to her with the utmost 
respect. It was difficult, though, seeing as the school has no special educa-
tion classes or services for children with learning disabilities. I was there 
to help and work as much as I could one-on-one with the children who 
needed special attention. But they needed so much more than that. The 
frustration behind the eyes of the children burned each time they made 
a mistake or “couldn’t do it.” I sat down with patience and understand-
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I was struck by the realization that no matter how different two cultures 
may seem, certain things always stay the same. In a country where it isn’t 
customary for an adult to live far away from their family home, a coun-
try where children help their parents sell their goods in the marketplace 
(whether by holding a towel to protect their for-sale chocolates from the 
sun or by giving a sales pitch for their tired mother), a country where a 
rich, ancient culture is vastly embedded within the customs of modern life, 
a country where, despite how bad a state one may think the government 
is in, patriotism still runs strong, children are the same. 

They still play tag and pretend games during recess. They argue over who 
gets to sit on the pillows in the library. They goof off in class while the 
teacher isn’t looking. The boys tease the girls by stealing their pencils, and 
the girls tell on them. Middle school-aged teens are shy and confused 
about themselves. Mothers scold their children in the streets for straying 
too far from sight while playing, and children beg their parents for an ice 
cream or a sweet dessert from the street vendors.

I was frustrated when I returned home, trying to figure out how my plans 
to become a classics major had anything to do with solving the problems 
of today’s world. Through much thought and reflection about my trip, I 
began to realize that we can solve problems by looking to the past, as a 
classics major does, and by looking at how certain issues from ancient 
history may have influenced developing issues today. Among the cultures 
of the world there are aspects that are similar universally, whether they are 
games between children, the acknowledgement of certain human rights, 
or the importance of a peaceful society. Quite obviously there are also 
innumerable differences between different cultures and within specific 
cultures—some people may not identify with the dominant, or accepted, 
culture. As one who studies ancient societies and researches the history 
of these cultures to understand where certain values held by society stem 
from, where we come from, and why we are the way we are, I am able to 
gain a deeper and unique perspective about the workings of the world. I 
am able to understand the differences that diversify us as well as the simi-
larities that unite us and use these findings to resolve conflicts and rectify 
injustices that plague certain societies in our global community. It is crucial 
to take in a society’s culture before attempting to understand the origins 

Living in a city where I was one of very few non-Peruvians, I learned more 
about their culture and lifestyle than I would have ever imagined. Where 
I lived there were no supermarkets or movie theaters. We bought fresh 
bread each morning from the corner bakery and fresh vegetables and meat 
each weekend from the open-air markets, and our dry or canned goods 
came from one of the hundreds of tiendas in the city. Poverty was apparent 
everywhere. All of the students at the school came from poor families, and 
most merchants were selling their wares to buy food for dinner that night. 
We didn’t live in the wealthiest part of town. At the bottom of my street, a 
family owned a tire business. They would wake early each morning, carry 
all of the tires outside for display on the street, clean them several times 
when they became dirty with all of the dust, and put them away again each 
night after dark. My street ended with an unpaved road, surrounded by 
small city farms on rooftops and by houses that resembled sunken shacks. 
The simplicity of their lives was met with gratefulness instead of anger and 
discontent. Very few material possessions and opportunities were taken 
for granted. It was something different and refreshing to observe from 
what I’ve been used to in the United States.

My final day in the first-grade classroom was one of the most special days 
I have experienced in my life. That morning when I walked in the class-
room, Profesora Ines signaled for each of them to close their notebooks 
for a little while because it was time to say goodbye to Florencia. They 
quickly put away their notebooks into their desks, and stared at Prof. Ines; 
my mother, who had arrived the night before and was taking pictures; 
and me. She told them that I would be going home and asked if they had 
anything to say to me. Many raised their hands and sheepishly told me, 
“Thank you, Maria Florencia, for all you have done for us. I love you!” My 
eyes filled up as they began a song they had prepared as a parting gift, 
the close of which opened the floor for little David to present me with a 
small present and thank you note from the class. I gave him a huge hug 
and kiss, at which point the entire class ran over and turned our hug into 
a group hug. Afterwards, I handed out three new pencils and one eraser to 
each of the students to remember me by. They were so pleased to receive 
the gifts, and the smiles that lit up their faces made every minute worth 
it. The sad “goodbye’s” and “I’ll miss you’s” that morning made it extremely 
difficult to leave Fe y Alegria. I promised I would come back.
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From Bryn Mawr College to the Philly Fellows Program: 
An Interview with Two Alumnae

by Megan Bailey and Rebecca Woodruff

Megan Bailey and Rebecca Woodruff didn’t go far when they left 
Bryn Mawr College last May for the Philly Fellows program, and 

yet as fellows this year, they have had experiences they might not have 
imagined as students. Philly Fellows is a year-long fellowship program 
that offers recent college graduates the opportunity to work in capacity-
building positions in a range of non-profit organizations in the city. Fel-
lows receive housing, a living stipend, and various leadership and pro-
fessional development opportunities. This year, Megan is working as a 
Finance and Development Associate at ACHIEVEability, which provides 
single-parent, formerly homeless families with housing and self-sufficiency 
services. Rebecca is a Financial Development Associate at the American 
Red Cross of Southeastern Pennsylvania, where she is gaining general 
development experience in areas such as grant writing, special events, and 
donor cultivation and is working to reengage a younger generation in the 
work of the organization.

Recently, a member of the Civic Matters editorial team, Julie Zaebst, had 
an opportunity to talk with Megan and Rebecca about their experiences as 
Philly Fellows and to find out how a biology major becomes a grant writer 
and what the connections are between archaeology and civic engagement, 
among other things. Below is an excerpt from this interview.

Julie: I’m wondering what connections you see between your experiences 
at Bryn Mawr broadly speaking and the work that you’re now doing? 

Megan: Okay, well I would say first of all that I was very involved in the 
CEO [Civic Engagement Office] during my [undergraduate years] … 
so everything I did was connected to non-profit work for the most part. 
And very specifically I took the Effective Grantsmanship seminar [a non-
credit course in grant research and grant writing offered by the CEO in 
the fall 2006]. That was excellent preparation because now I do work 
on grant reports and things like that, and … that’s actually sort of what 
piqued my interest in the business side [of non-profits], in the fundrais-

Mi Experiencia en Perú: Living and Learning in Tacna

of a conflict or the source of an injustice present within that society. We 
can use this insight to solve the social justice issues of today’s world.

This experience has totally transformed my life, and I will never lose what 
I have learned nor the love and the warmth that I have gained from the 
incredible people I met throughout my entire journey: the students, the 
family of Fe y Alegria, other friends I made along the way, and, of course, 
the Sisters of St. Joseph.

Con mucho cariño, muchisimas gracias.

Mary Florence Sullivan ’11 is currently working toward a classical lan-
guages major with a concentration in peace and conflict studies. She is 
a member of the student activist group One World and the student-run 
theater group People in Color. She will be studying abroad in Europe 
next fall.
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competitive writing skills. I think that there’s a tendency for liberal arts 
graduates to enter the work force and feel kind of like they’ve lost their 
bearings. But just sort of as a word of encouragement … I think it’s a lot 
easier to pick up on skills like accounting and finances and grant writing 
than it is to pick up on skills like writing well or thinking critically.

Julie: What do you think is the most valuable contribution that you are 
making to the community that you’re serving right now and why?

Megan: Well unfortunately, I don’t really have direct contact with any of 
our clients most of the time, which is the one thing that’s sort of troubling 
about working with fundraising. So I guess I’m helping with develop-
ment and fundraising so I’m helping to raise money that will eventually 
provide them with the services they need, but … I do feel disconnected 
from the families we serve. … And the other thing I could say is that a lot 
of my work has to do with internal operations, organization of databases, 
network systems, and things like that, which help the business run more 
efficiently, which will help serve the clients more efficiently. 

Julie: How is that for you as someone who has traditionally done direct 
service?  Is it tough … does it feel less rewarding somehow, is it kind of a 
nice break from having constant client contact which can be really emo-
tionally draining? How … are you feeling about it so far? 

Megan: Yeah, I would say all of those, actually. It’s definitely been a big 
change. … There are opportunities at ACHIEVEability and … the vol-
unteer manager said I could do tutoring or all of these other things. I was 
like, oh, that’s great, I can have both direct and indirect service experi-
ence, but after working an eight-hour day, I just don’t have the energy 
to spend two hours tutoring someone. Because I spend so much time at 
ACHIEVEability, I’ve been looking to do direct service outside of it. But 
I do enjoy the sort of development and organizational work and having 
these discrete projects that I work on that have a beginning and ending. 
That appeals to me.

Julie: What do you think is the most valuable thing that you’re taking away 
or have taken away [from your experience as a Philly Fellow] so far?

ing, because all I really knew [before] was the direct service aspect from 
doing Saturdays of Service, from the [Volunteer Income Tax Assistance 
(VITA)] campaign, from working at Overbrook [High School]. I really 
didn’t know anything about how the business side was actually run and 
how the fundraising happens, so that grant writing course was really valu-
able for that [reason].

As for courses and things, in my anthropology courses I focused on ap-
plied anthropology and public anthropology … which really emphasized 
civic engagement and creating a link between academics and the public, 
so that sort of helped, too.

Julie: And what about you, Rebecca?  What are the connections you see 
between what you did as a student and what you’re doing now? 

Rebecca: The connection that stands out first and foremost in my mind 
is having been a Praxis participant through one of my classes. I loved my 
Praxis experience. I was taking “The Sociology of AIDS” with Judy Porter, 
and I was placed at The Philadelphia AIDS Consortium [TPAC], which 
is a Center City HIV/AIDS organization, for the internship component 
of the course.

And, I mean, I had a great experience with Praxis, but … it’s funny to 
compare my experiences with Praxis and Philly Fellows, because they … 
couldn’t be more different in terms of size, mission, structure, and things 
like that. I would say that they’re very much linked in that the basic work 
skills I took away from my Praxis experience at TPAC were useful in ap-
plication and in practice at the Red Cross. In talking with other recent 
graduates, especially from liberal arts colleges, I find that most people 
struggle in their first year with understanding these cultural norms of 
the work place, and so, I think that although the skills that I developed 
at TPAC are very different than the skills that I need at the Red Cross, 
understanding work culture and other tacit knowledge is what I found 
to be the most useful.

Working at the Red Cross, I don’t find that I’m day-to-day using the ac-
tual facts I picked up in my classes so much as … critical thinking skills, 
the motivation to come up with and follow through with projects, and 
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but there are 20 [Philly Fellows], so that’s a whole pool of … resources 
and opportunities for volunteer work and events and things like that, so 
I really enjoy that aspect. And then challenges I would say … we haven’t 
really had any interpersonal conflict … but just things like keeping the 
house clean is challenging. I don’t really have too much to complain about, 
which is good.

Julie: What about you, Rebecca?

Rebecca: The residential component was a huge factor for me as well in 
deciding to apply to Philly Fellows at all. Like Megan, the idea of living 
on my own after college was not appealing. It just seemed like one too 
many adjustments to make, especially considering that for the majority 
of my life my primary identity had been as a student. I was anticipating 
graduating and no longer being in academia to be a huge, huge transition. 
So why add on managing your life alone? And what I found was sort of 
as could be expected. Although all of us in our house were working at 
very different agencies doing very different work in non-profits that ad-
dressed very different needs in the community, both the challenges and 
the rewards of working in the non-profit community are pretty consistent 
across the board. So to me, the value of this part of the program is hav-
ing sort of that companionship and camaraderie you find in a residential, 
community-living situation. My housemates have been a sounding board, 
really sympathetic ears to help sort out all the stuff you’re dealing with 
since you’re in transition from school to the work place.

Julie: How do you think that you’ll carry forward your civic engagement 
after your year of service with the program? 

Megan: Well, actually I have thought about it a lot. I’m in the process 
of applying to graduate schools right now, so I plan to start in the fall of 
2009 if all goes well. I read this book that was very influential for me called 
Public Benefits of Archaeology, and there was another one called Archaeology 
as a Tool of Civic Engagement, and then also another one called Archaeol-
ogy as Political Action, so I’m very interested in … how archaeology can 
be used as a tool of social justice, which is a very new field. For instance, 
archaeologists can use their findings to promote a more truthful, inclu-
sive representation of the past or to address socially relevant topics such 

Rebecca: Well, I definitely … can tick off on my fingers the software that 
I didn’t know how to use [before]. That’s great, and those are skills I don’t 
think I would have ever learned at Bryn Mawr. 

Julie: Definitely not. You’re not going to take a class on Raiser’s Edge!

Rebecca: Exactly. This question sort of addresses my motivation for ap-
plying to Philly Fellows at all. Let me backtrack and explain myself. I 
knew at the time of graduation that what I wanted to do with my life 
was public health, which is a massive field, and I knew that I couldn’t go 
to grad school for a couple of years. I wanted to get at least two years of 
work experience, a requirement for application at a lot of the graduate 
programs I’m interested in. So I thought, what better a way to spend my 
year before applying to grad school than to learn about how non-profits, 
which do a huge chunk of the public health work in this country, continue 
to exist year after year? So I went into the program fully aware that Philly 
Fellows would be a behind-the-scenes experience rather than a direct 
service experience, but I saw that as an asset. [Already] I feel like I met 
that goal, just in terms of having a greater, much deeper appreciation for 
all of the work that goes on to keep these non-profits going, for the work 
that they do and the people they serve.

Julie: So to make a jump to the other piece of the Philly Fellows program 
that I’m familiar with—I realize that there are probably additional facets 
of it that I don’t really know a whole lot about—but I know that you live 
in a house with other fellows, and that you [two] actually live together, 
so … in what ways has living with the fellows enhanced your experiences 
and what are the challenges that it’s presented, if any?

Megan: Well, I would say first of all, one of the best things to me was it 
helped with the transition out of college. I can’t imagine living in an apart-
ment by myself, not that I would have been able to afford that anyway, but 
just the idea of living alone after having been surrounded by such a close 
community and roommates … wouldn’t have been a pleasant experience. 
So it just helped ease that transition from college into the real world. Also 
we share a lot of our experiences from work, and we let each other know 
when events are happening, and we invite each other to events, and so 
we’re able to support each other that way. Not only within in the house, 
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internship, and then the next summer I went back to the field school, and 
now I’m working for Philly Fellows. And so I’ve just been going back and 
forth, and it really hit home that this is what I want to do.

Rebecca: Just speaking more globally, I really think you can do that with 
any field. I mean, I don’t think that there’s any field that’s off-limits when 
it comes to viewing what you do professionally through a responsible, 
civically engaged lens.

Megan Bailey ’08 earned her A.B. in anthropology. After completing her 
term of service with Philly Fellows, she intends to pursue graduate study 
in anthropology and historical archaeology. 

Rebecca Woodruff ’08 earned her A.B. in biology with a concentration 
in neural and behavioral sciences. After her year as a Philly Fellow in the 
humanitarian services division of the American Red Cross of Southeast-
ern Pennsylvania, she plans to work for one more year and then apply to 
graduate school to study public health.

as racism, heritage, and identity or to advocate on behalf of descendant 
or indigenous communities that have a stake in the sites and histories in 
which archaeologists are involved.

So after spending a year doing Philly Fellows, I’m sure that the program 
will give me a lot of experience, and up to this point now, I know for sure 
that I do want to keep in the direction of merging those two [interests]. So 
in my application I’ve been emphasizing that I’m doing this year of service 
now and I want to use graduate school as a way to figure out how to merge 
these two interests together. I’m really interested in public archaeology 
and in working with the public and in figuring out the best methods of 
presenting archaeological knowledge to the public.

Julie: Wow. I don’t know that I would have seen those connections, but 
it’s really a part of envisioning where you’re headed.

Megan: Yes, all part of the master plan. 

Julie: And what about you?

Rebecca: Well, like I said before, I’m planning on going into public health, 
and the two options that I see before me are either going into public 
service and working with local governments or working in the non-profit 
sector. And so I definitely see service in my future professionally. Public 
health and civic engagement pretty much go hand in hand.

By the way, I think that Megan’s doing the coolest thing in the world, 
putting together archaeology and civic engagement. She was telling me 
about how looking back on her transcript and resumé and stuff, she’s flip-
flopped her whole life between community service and archaeology. I just 
think it’s the coolest thing in the world, merging those skills.

Julie: So it really is part of the master plan, Megan.

Megan: Well, actually, it is and it isn’t, because I only recently realized 
[this] when I was writing my personal statement for applications. I was 
looking through my resumé to see what I wanted to highlight, and I real-
ized one summer I went to an archaeology field school, and then the next 
summer I got a grant from Bryn Mawr to work for a non-profit to do an 
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Being on the Political Sidelines

it said that I could think for myself, that I reserved the right to change 
my mind, that I couldn’t be swayed by pretty rhetoric or flashy ads. That 
all changed in 2004.

In late spring of 2004, my neighbor asked me to work inside the polls as 
the minority inspector on Election Day 2004. Given the contentiousness 
of the 2000 election and the nature of the campaign up to this point, I 
knew that this was going to be a historic but busy day, and I could feel a 
little tug of resistance in my gut as I agreed to work. It seemed too close 
to direct involvement. The minority inspector’s job on Election Day is to 
help open the polls, to sign in voters, and to help the rest of the Election 
Board ensure that fairness prevails. Although the board should be bal-
anced in terms of party affiliation, the positions themselves are supposed 
to be non-partisan. We are not there to advocate for a particular party; 
we are there to make sure that people can vote without being harassed or 
coerced or otherwise interfered with. It’s our job to make sure candidates 
or their agents don’t come into the polling place to campaign or leave 
literature. In other words, we try to keep the polling place non-partisan 
and fair. So I found myself pleasantly surprised that my involvement wasn’t 
what I had imagined. I didn’t have to take sides. I simply had to make sure 
the process was followed.

After just a few elections, our judge of elections, the man who oversees 
the whole operation, quit, moving to a retirement home outside of our 
precinct. My neighbor came to me again and asked if I’d be willing to fill 
in until we could elect a new one. I somewhat reluctantly agreed.

The polling place modernized. We got new record books that replaced 
the old ones that had looked like something out of a medieval library. The 
entries were even bar-coded for easy recording back at the Election Office. 
We also got new computerized voting machines. I had been somewhat 
uncomfortable with our ancient books and machines even though I’d 
been using them for years myself. It just seemed so inefficient and easy 
for mistakes to be made. But I felt confident about the new equipment. 
Since I worked in the technology field, I knew I could handle anything 
that came up with the machines. After my first election serving as judge, 
an off-election that included mostly school board and city accountant 

Being on the Political Sidelines 

by Laura Blankenship

I have always had an interest in politics, but it has always been somewhat 
at a distance. In elementary school, when it was time to choose pen pals, 

I didn’t want to write to just any person; I wanted to write to Amy Carter, 
the daughter of then-president Jimmy Carter, but Amy and I didn’t dis-
cuss politics. When a local (Republican, gasp!) candidate lost an election, 
I wrote him a heartfelt letter where I said, “If at first you don’t succeed, 
try, try again,” but didn’t encourage my parents to vote for him. When 
inflation rose and there were lines at the gas station, and I was all of ten, I 
engaged in heated discussions at the dinner table but did nothing to cam-
paign to save energy. When my grandfather, a long-standing Republican, 
declared that Ronald Reagan was the most evil man he knew, I giggled, 
and then we proceeded to have a conversation about his politics. 

In college, during the 1988 election, I attended a rally for George H.W. 
Bush in the pouring rain as the features editor for my college newspaper. 
I wrote an article that commented more on my amazement at the fact 
that people would stand in the rain for a speech than on the substance of 
the speech. My impression was that there wasn’t much substance. Later, I 
covered protests about apartheid and about the tearing down of the Lor-
raine Hotel, the location where Martin Luther King, Jr. was shot. And 
while I felt passionate about these issues, I chose to stand on the sidelines 
and provide commentary, often tongue-in-cheek, about the events rather 
than get directly involved.

I have voted in every election since 1988, even the small local ones. Even 
during the Gore/Bush election of 2000, I chose to exercise this simple 
right rather than to get involved with the campaign itself. Instead of at-
tending rallies or making phone calls or knocking on doors, I chose to 
express myself by talking with like-minded friends and neighbors or by 
yelling at the television. I feel more strongly, I think, about the process 
than I do about the politics. Although I’ve voted for the Democrats in 
every election, up until a couple of years ago, I was a registered Indepen-
dent. I liked having that stamped on my voter registration card. To me, 
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that I understood how he felt. I didn’t go on to convince him why Obama 
was better in my mind. I couldn’t bring myself to participate in that con-
frontation. Instead I said that I thought Obama had a better economic 
strategy and was more likely to bring respect back to America. I fell into 
talking points. I probably sounded a little bit like Sarah Palin during her 
Katie Couric interview. It’s one thing to sit around with friends and talk 
about the issues. It’s quite another to be in a position to try to convince 
someone to vote for your candidate.

After my rather mediocre experience canvassing, I quit volunteering. My 
life got busier, but truth be told, I didn’t want to force people to think one 
way or another. It comes down to believing that everyone has a right to 
an opinion, that Independent could be easily stamped on everyone’s voter 
registration card, and that this might be okay. While I felt strongly about 
who should win the recent election, I don’t like having to toe the party 
line to such an extent that I can’t agree with someone that her candidate 
is an equally successful leader and that intelligent people can disagree on 
the issues. Politics has become so much about choosing sides, about sup-
porting the person you think can win instead of the person who you feel 
most represents your perspective and whom you can believe in. It’s about 
sound bites and talking points, and I don’t want to be a part of that. I can 
think for myself, thank you. So I’m going back to the sidelines, choosing 
to ensure that the process goes smoothly and that everyone gets the right 
to vote fairly, regardless of whom they support. 

Laura Blankenship is a former instructional technologist at Bryn Mawr 
College. She now works as a private consultant and is teaching “Gen-
der and Technology” with Anne Dalke in the spring 2009 semester. She 
continues to serve as judge of elections in the 4th Ward, 4th Precinct in 
Haverford Township.

elections, I got applauded by the workers and poll watchers. And every 
election after that, my work as judge garnered praise. I felt that I was 
making a significant contribution to process.

My newfound success as a judge of elections put me in the mind to get 
more involved in the political process. So in the run-up to the 2008 elec-
tion, I signed up to volunteer. I thought I shouldn’t sit on the sidelines or 
serve as referee anymore; I should play in the game. My first volunteer 
job was making phone calls on behalf of the Obama campaign. We were 
looking for volunteers over the coming weeks. I used to be a telemarketer 
for a greeting card company, making calls to gift shops to sell them our 
products. I was really good at that job and actually enjoyed it immensely, 
so I was excited about doing this for a cause I believed in. Sure enough, 
I quickly slipped back into the habits I developed as a salesperson. I was 
able to engage people in conversations, and I convinced quite a few people 
to volunteer. At the end of it, I was tired but energized.

Encouraged by my triumph in making phone calls, I decided to volunteer 
to canvass our township as part of a countywide push to reach everyone in 
the county in one weekend. I showed up at the appointed time at the local 
campaign office. I was handed a folder that contained a map, some talk-
ing points, and a list of names. We participated in a brief training session, 
were handed a pile of literature, and sent on our way. I piled everything 
in the car, swung by my house to pick up my daughter (who was going 
to help me), and then walked from there to the area I had been assigned. 
When I made phone calls, quite a few people didn’t answer or pretended 
to be someone else when they did. Most people who answered talked 
to me for a while. I felt comfortable talking to them about Obama and 
our volunteer activities.  Talking to people face-to-face was a completely 
different matter. 

It was a gorgeous early fall day and many people were out, likely at kids’ 
soccer games or at other fun outdoor activities. When I did reach someone, 
I found it more difficult to share ideas, even with people who agreed with 
me. The truly undecided made me stammer a little, and I felt a bit out of 
my league. When talking to one guy, who seemed perfectly intelligent and 
told me he liked both candidates and was looking to the debates to help 
him decide, I agreed with him that both candidates were good leaders and 




