
Learning Begins At the 
End of the Road 

To get to the village of Matelot, Trinidad (pop. about 
1,000) you really have to want to go there. The last 
few miles are a test because the roads aren’t paved 
that far. And you have to walk. And it’s uphill. And it’s 
hot. For a group of UW-Stevens Point women, it was 
the perfect way to spend winter break, January 3-10, 
2014, thanks to a joint program of the university’s 
Student Involvement and Employment Office (SIEO) 
and Amizade Global Service-Learning (Amizade). 
Sophomore Elizabeth O’Leary, seniors Erin Cimino and 
Alanna LeClair and seven fellow Pointers discovered a 
different culture, a different pace of life and a different 
meaning of paradise. 

Trinidad is an island country about six miles from 

Venezuela. Geographically, it is closer to Wisconsin 
than London, England by more than 1,000 miles. 

Culturally, the distance from the women’s hometowns 
of Milton, Mosinee and Appleton to Matelot is even 

further. It got a little closer when the Trinidadians 
opened their homes and hearts and these Pointers 

opened their minds to new experiences and new 
friends. 

Matelot is the last village on the northeastern coast of 
the island and is literally at the end of the road. “I 

expected it to be rural with limited power and no 
running water,” said Erin. “It was actually more 

modern and I loved the minty green-colored houses.” 

“People in the community were so happy to see us,” said Elizabeth. “It was cool 
to see how welcoming they were,” Alanna agreed. 

Amizade works with local communities to identify projects. They then connect 

with schools and volunteer groups to find a skill, timeframe and resource 
match. Breakaway is the UW-Stevens Point alternative breaks program in the 

SIEO that coordinates these volunteer programs. The application process 
involves a short essay that asks students what motivates them to get involved. 

“We ask what they hope to gain and what they bring to the table,” Alanna 
explained. Names are deleted from the essays to ensure anonymity and are 

then read by a small group to determine eligibility. 



Alanna, a sociology/social work major and Spanish minor, coordinated this trip, 
SIEO’s first international adventure. “We usually arrange two weekend and two 

spring trips. We were sort of ‘guinea pigs’ on this trip,” she said. “I can combine 
my two passions: travel and volunteering.” She has already logged service-

learning time working in Memphis, Tennessee, cleaning water systems along the 
Mississippi River. While Erin, a psychology and pre-occupational therapy major, 

has studied in London, this was a first time out of the country for elementary 
education major, Elizabeth. 

 
Group members were housed with 

different families during their stay which 
let them experience first-hand how people 

in this remote location live. Their project, 
proposed by members of the local Dorcas 

Society, included painting an anti-drug 
education mural, planting flowers and 

helping to beautify the common village 
areas. “The Dorcas women are 
determined to help their town and we 

were there to back them up,” explained 
Erin. 

 
As usually happens, while the group was learning about one culture, the gained 

insight into their own. “The pace there is leisurely. But we’re Americans. We’re 
from Wisconsin. They thought our jobs would take a week and we finished in a 

few days,” Erin added. 
 

A week in Trinidad sounds idyllic except for 
the heat, humidity, treacherous hiking and 

bats. “I was attacked by a bat in the night,” 
recalled Elizabeth. “That’s something I don’t 

worry about [at home].” 
 
Still, Elizabeth calls Trinidad , “the most 

beautiful place I have ever seen in my life.” 
Erin recalls watching the rain come in across 

the ocean. “Regular tourism just doesn’t cut it 
anymore. I got to see the real people and make an impact,” she added. “They 

think they have paradise right there. Maybe they do.” 
 

What does “involvement” mean to these Pointers? To Elizabeth, “it means being 
an active citizen; making sure your community, wherever that may be, is a 



better place so the world is a better place.” For Erin it means “contributing on 
both a local and global scale, acknowledging others and their differences, 

selflessness and giving back.” Alanna believes involvement means education. 
“You bring back what you have learned,” she said, “and use your broader 

perspective in your own community.” 
 

Adventures for these thoughtful, inspiring women are just beginning. Erin wants 
to return to Trinidad with her family. After 

graduation, Alanna has accepted a 
position as a case manager at the 

Milwaukee Rescue Mission but might keep 
Puerto Rico in her career plans. Elizabeth 

is open to seeing the world, particularly 
places without bats. 

 
“We shall not cease from exploration 

And the end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started 

And know the place for the first time.” 

T. S. Eliot 

UW-Stevens Point Student Involvement  

and Employment Office 

 
The Student Involvement and Employment 
Office (SIEO) offers opportunities for students 
to develop as leaders, volunteers, and 

employees. SIEO is home to 200+ student 
organizations. It helps students find 

employment on and off campus. The office 
also coordinates volunteer opportunities 

throughout the greater community and 
coordinates service-learning projects across 

the nation and abroad. SIEO is part of the 
Division of Student Affairs and the University 

Centers and is dedicated to providing education that extends beyond the 
classroom. 

 
The paid position of Service Trip Coordinator will still be in great hands after 

Alanna LeClair graduates in May, 2015. Elizabeth O’Leary takes over the job 
with realistic optimism. “In light of probable budget cuts, supportive alumni are 
so crucial to the education process that happens at this university and especially 

these trips,” she said.  


