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Love in La Crosse, Wisconsin
The very next day  
Tracie Stinson, the 
YWCA teen services 
director, showed up at 
school to meet with 
her. Soon she found 
herself in Bridges, forg-
ing relationships with 
other teen girls she still 
holds dear and engag-
ing in a one-on-one 
relationship with a col-
lege mentor, discover-
ing the many paths she 
could take. It was an 
“awesome” time in her 
life, as were the trips  
to college campuses, 

movies and outdoor activities; she 
also raves about the influential yet 
welcoming women who spoke to 
Taylor and her friends about a spec-
trum of issues from domestic abuse 
to self-sufficiency. But the power 
she felt most pivotal at Bridges “was 
acceptance. When I found out I  
was pregnant, everyone was nothing  
but helpful. Tracie was very good 

with making sure I had what 
I needed to stay healthy.” 
And now, as a mother of a 
16-month-old daughter and a 
full-time cosmetology student 
with a part-time job in the 
industry, Taylor has exactly 
what she needs to succeed.

“The cycle of poor self-
esteem that often leads to an 
unproductive adulthood can be 
broken,” says Tracie, “through 
the Bridges and Teen LEAD 
programs.” Since instituting  
the programs in 2009 the 
YWCA has served over 150 
young women in the com-
munity. Yet they’re not all cast 
from the same mold with the 
same problems and the same 

FSPA: helping build 
Bridges, LEAD 

young women to 
succeed

Three years ago, three strong 
women crossed paths in  
La Crosse, Wisconsin. Taylor 

was traveling from high school to  
adulthood, unsure of her footing, the  
route she should take. Tracie reached  
out, ready to guide her. She invited  
her to “Walk this way.” And Madalene  
was there, backing them up.

The path led to Bridges, one of 
two teen service programs of the 
Coulee Region YWCA designed to 
“create future leaders by empow-
ering women at a young, pivotal 
age,” built to bolster the belief that 
every girl has “unique gifts and the 
potential to succeed, no matter what 
background she is from or what 
challenges she may face.” The pro-
grams employ intervention for risky 
behavior, positive relationships, role 

models and mentors, 
peer fellowship, educa-
tional support and life-
skills lessons that not 
only provide direction, 
but give young women 
keys to community 
leadership. Girls get 
to Bridges by way of 
referrals from schools, 
human and mental 
health services, parents 
and even friends. The 
other, Teen LEAD, is 
a scholarship program 
for disadvantaged 
teens nominated by 
their schools that chal-
lenges critical thinking skills, builds 
work ethic and gives tutelage by 
women who are beacons of light in 
the community. 

“My experience at Bridges was 
amazing,” expresses Taylor, who 
learned about the opportunity from 
her high school guidance counselor 
in 2012. “I didn’t have many friends 
and was always left out of things.” 

Sightseeing and a summer-time college visit, funded in part by an FSPA ministry grant, excite 
and inspire these future leaders. Photos courtesy of YWCA 

Taylor holds her most precious 
achievement–her daughter.
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brings a connectedness to 
the Creator, a rootedness.”   

After the last vegetables  
are harvested, kids take away 
a feeling of accomplishment 
and of having seen an entire 
life cycle happen in a few 
short Minnesota summer 
months. New recipes and  
flavor combinations have 
been learned and above all 
else, a love of reading has 
flourished.  

And that, says Shannon,  
is the greatest thing she’s 
seen come from the pro-
gram. “We hear the kids tell 
us that they really like read-
ing now. Maybe because the 
atmosphere is more relaxed 
or the books that their tutors 
bring are a perfect fit, but 
something flips and they 

begin to see that reading can be for enjoyment. There’s a 
real excitement that comes from that realization.”

Thanks to the support of the FSPA, that excitement 
continues for another year.  n

community gardens they’ve 
seen spring up around the 
Twin Cities in the last few 
years. In both cases, there 
is a pride in bringing home 
some of the bounty the kids 
have worked hard to make 
happen.  

The combination of busy 
hands and busy minds is 
working. Shannon says, “We 
not only see kids return each 
year, but we’ve seen the kids 
grow. There was one older 
boy in our program last year 
who was really disengaged 
from the group. The group 
leader saw this and gave him 
a leadership role. He was 
asked to take notes each  
evening, tracking the vocab-
ulary words that were used. 
He took the task seriously 
and was really proud of his success. His younger siblings 
have returned to the program.” 

This progress pleases Sister Patricia. “The FSPA  
funding guidelines have always prioritized educational 
programs. What we save by living frugally can go to pro-
grams like this. I’m so happy that these kids can get their 
hands in the soil and grow things. I really do believe this 

Sarah Henkemeyer is a freelance writer who lives in the greater 
Minneapolis-St. Paul area. 

outlook on life. “I think the really great thing about 
both programs is that there isn’t just one type of girl that 
attends either group. It’s truly a mix of various back-
grounds and personalities that all come together and form 
positive relationships with one another.” And just like 
Taylor, Tracie is thankful for the awesomeness of Bridges 
and Teen LEAD. “We are lucky to have such great volun-
teer mentors for our ladies as well as some pretty amazing 
and resilient girls who participate.” 

“I think the difference in this program is the goal to 
make leaders out of girls who have potential,” says FSPA 
affiliate Madalene Buelow (who sponsors a ministry 
grant that helps to fund college visits and scholarships 

and travel costs), “but possibly no voice because of 
their economic situation, their color and perhaps their 
grades. They are not the girls who get all the attention 
and opportunities for success. They are not the ones 
who join church groups or other extracurricular activi-
ties that would give them the opportunity to become 
confident young women.” The Orange Door Prom Store, 
a re-sale fundraiser managed by Teen LEAD girls, giving 
them hands-on experience in a business setting, is one of 
Madalene’s favorite annual functions. “It’s a joy to see the 
girls help other girls pick out that fabulous dress [many 
new, donated by area formal dress shops] that is going to 
make them feel good about themselves and being part of 
the high school rite of passage that is prom. Bridges and 
Team LEAD are about knowing who you are and,” she 
says, “becoming comfortable with it.” n 

Bridges
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A former farm girl, Sister Patricia Tekippe says she understands 
“the power that digging your hands into the earth has.”
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