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After her parents received a March Food Drive newsletter in the mail, Ruby learned more about the campaign 
and how people in the community collect food and raise money for Neighborhood House food markets. She 
thought, “It looked really cool. I wanted to help them do that!” 
 
So Ruby got to work. She coordinated with her school and promoted a grade-wide competition to see which 
class could donate the most items. To further incentivize students, winners would receive an extra no-uniform 
day at school!
 
That’s a lot of work for a sixth-grader on top of her regular school work and extracurricular activities. Ruby says, 
“I think I just really wanted to help those people who needed it. I just feel so fortunate to have what I have.”
 
At the end of their fundraising campaign, her grade brought in nearly 500 pounds of food! 
 
Ruby says the experience was a lot of work but that it was worth it. And she’s quick to mention that she 
couldn’t have done it alone. “A lot of my friends helped do this. And they were a very crucial part of it,” she 
says. “I definitely couldn’t have done it without their help.”
 
She encourages other kids her age to get involved in their communities too. If you have a goal, you can use 
creativity and hard work to reach it. “We just thought of a way to do it and did it,” Ruby explains. “I had some 
fun times with my friends along the way!”
 
You can host a fundraiser like Ruby, too! There are endless creative ways to get involved and anyone can 
participate. All contributions help families in the St. Paul area reach their social and financial goals. 

Sixth-grader coordinates food drive

“I feel she has improved 
a lot. She’s able to 
understand and follow 
along more.” 
     – Norma 
       (Grethel’s mother)

Teacher Sara is smiling at Grethel’s literacy progress!



After immigrating to Minnesota from Mexico in 2018, Norma and her family realized they would need to 
learn English. “It’s needed for everything — in school, for ourselves, to try and get involved with other 
people. [Without learning English] we won’t be able to talk to anyone else,” Norma shares. 

Jessie, Norma’s sister-in-law, was interning at Neighborhood House and introduced Norma to their 
adult education programs. Shortly after, Norma, her husband, Roberto, and her mother-in-law, Melida 
all enrolled in English classes. 

“Norma had a baby and she kept attending English classes even after giving birth,” says Eva, an English 
teacher at Neighborhood House. Eva described how Norma would bring her baby to class so that she 
could balance motherhood and education. “That shows her dedication to learning English.”

Norma’s daughter, Grethel, soon enrolled in the preschool program. Her early childhood teacher Valerie 
says, “When Grethel first started she had an extremely difficult time being away from her mother.” 
Only speaking Spanish at the time, Grethel soon formed a connection with a Spanish-speaking teacher, 
Danielle. Staff rearranged their schedules so that Danielle could be with Grethel each day in class for a 
week or two. “It worked,” says Valerie. “Grethel felt comfortable and safe and was then able to develop 
positive relationships with the other teachers as well.”

Later when Grethel had graduated preschool and started attending school, she enrolled in summer 
camp at Neighborhood House and joined the literacy tutoring program with Teacher Sara. 

But after the pandemic started, life for Norma, Roberto, Melida, and Grethel changed. 

Norma and Roberto worked for a cleaning company, but after the pandemic hit they had their hours cut 
and eventually only Roberto was able to stay employed. 

The family began using the food market at Neighborhood House to make ends meet. “[The pandemic] 
complicated our situation … There have been times when they have reduced our pay, or we’ve had to 
reduce our expenses,” says Norma. “By helping with the food and such it is a lot of help.”

Norma and Melida’s English classes had also been moved online due to the pandemic, but Norma says 
this has been a good shift. “For me on one hand, it has been better to take the online classes … I’m 
better able to look after my kids so it’s better since I am home. Sometimes it gets complicated because 
I have to tend to everything, but in a certain way it has been better for me to take the classes this way 
because it allows me to be in control of everything.” 

Grethel, on the other hand, struggled with the shift to online learning. Both her regular school and her 
Neighborhood House literacy tutoring lessons were now done digitally.

“For my daughter, things have gotten complicated because like with every child, she doesn’t pay 
attention,” Norma explains. And sometimes keeping Grethel on track can be difficult when she and 
Norma have class at the same time. Furthermore, Norma is still learning English herself. “It is difficult for 
me to help her because ... I understand two or three words but not one hundred percent of the lecture,” 
Norma shares. “So it has been very difficult for us to be able to help her with her homework.”

Thankfully, Norma says that Teacher Sara’s lessons have helped Grethel improve her literacy. “I feel she 
has improved a lot. She’s able to understand and follow along more [during school]. Even if she still gets 
lost at times.” 

Although it’s been challenging, Grethel’s literacy has continued to improve during the pandemic because 
she’s getting the extra support she needs and she’s working hard to keep learning. When she first started 
tutoring, her literacy was at level 1. Now she’s at level 15! 

“Grethel is the sweetest ever. She listens to me, is very receptive, and wants to learn. She is very 
empathetic and loves telling stories as well as listening to them,” says Teacher Sara. “Over the summer, 
she made me a bracelet and we elbow-fived.” 

The family plans to continue using Neighborhood House programs during and after the pandemic to keep 
learning English so that they can participate more fully in their community. And Grethel is looking forward 
to the day when school and Neighborhood House classes are in person so she can hug her friends and 
Teacher Sara again.

Learning English as a family


