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Myra Villas (2018) 

I’m coming up on two months left of my service program. And it truly feels like time is flying by 

so quickly. These two months will feel like two seconds. In one of my community’s recent 

weekly prayer meetings, we reflected on our experience as an educational endeavor. We looked 

at it as if it were another year in school, perhaps a very long service-learning project. I thought 

this was an appropriate way to think back on our time because the Assumption Sisters began with 

a mission of educating children and opened up several schools, and still run many schools around 

the world today.  

To guide us I asked: What are the most important lessons you’ve taken away from this year and 

what is something you still want to learn about more? We took a few minutes to think about the 

kind of people we were when we arrived and how we might’ve changed since, drawing on the 

values that St. Marie Eugenie tried to instill in her pupils in her very first school – strength of 

character, generosity, simplicity, truthfulness, and courage. For me, the biggest lessons I learned 

came down to choosing love – when dealing with difficult behavior from children at Kids Kabin, 

to navigating community life with two new people, and taking the time for self-care.  

I have the privilege of working with very imaginative and friendly kids five days a week at Kids 

Kabin in a great facility that provides so many creative opportunities. As expected, I have to dole 

out disciplinary measures when kids are not at their best and their behavior is negative and 

destructive. In these moments, when I sense a problem arising, I need to choose love over anger 

and bitterness. It is frustrating when a child repeatedly doesn’t follow directions. It is irritating 

when you feel like you’re having to settle the same conflict week after week. It is hurtful when 

you hear personal attacks.  

In response, I’ve learned that things won’t always be fair in the sense that the same treatment 

cannot be given to everyone. Every child comes from a different background with a different 

way of navigating life. If there is a path of what is morally right, none of us are ever stepping in 

those footsteps at all times. Some of us stray a little more than others and we need guidance and 

love to get back on it. Sometimes being too harsh— without recognizing where a person stands, 

without acknowledging they got knocked off that path somehow (either through their own fault 

or from the influence of others), without showing mercy and understanding, can lead the person 

even further from the moral path. I’ve learned to be more of a judge in these cases. I’ve learned 

to trust my instincts, to show compassion, to listen first when I’m inclined to demand, to inquire 

before I assume, to take a breath and have patience before letting my emotions get the best of 

me. Like St. Marie Eugenie, I had to believe “in the possibility for good in even the most 

difficult child.”  

Putting three strangers in a house to live together for a year in a foreign country sounds like the 

premise of an overdramatized reality show that I would not want to watch, let alone be in. Yet, 

that was my life this year. And of course there were times of drama, but they have been 

overcome by the times we’ve struggled together and enjoyed each other’s company. Living in 



Reflections | Newcastle, England 

community must always come with sacrifice, which is a form of love. I was used to living more 

independently before I moved to Newcastle. I decided when I wanted to go grocery shopping and 

clean the house and schedule events. In the beginning of the year, it seemed like a simple 

adjustment to make these decisions together. But as time went on, we saw how set each of us was 

in our own ways and compromise became the most important word. The best compromises came 

when I knew I was considering everyone’s needs and respecting their boundaries and 

preferences, and I felt that my community was calculating the same. No matter what negative 

feelings you are harnessing, it is important to put them aside and come together to move forward. 

It is easy to love someone when you do everything the same way, but it is a rewarding challenge 

to find a way to love someone who is different.  

At any given moment of the day, I know I have a support system either from friends and family 

at home or from my community here in Newcastle. But I’ve also learned that I know myself best, 

and therefore love myself best. Being far from home can make you realize your own strength. 

I’ve discovered ways to pick myself up instead of always reaching out. I don’t wait for anyone if 

I want to see a film I’ve been itching to see. If I wake up at dawn and want to cycle ten miles to 

the coast, I go for it. If I want to have a pint and watch the sunset, I feel completely content by 

myself. Not to say I don’t invite others, but if no one is available, I know I am comfortable with 

my own company. Another way I seek out love for myself is simply by going to Mass. It is 

special knowing that no matter where I am in the world, when I step inside the Church I am 

surrounded by family and by people choosing to live by Christ’s example.  

As I look ahead to the next chapter of my life and think about how I can continue spreading the 

spirit of what I’ve learned during this year of service, I know I’ll always carry the words of St. 

Marie Eugenie, “Love never says, ‘I have done enough.’” I have given my time, my hard work, 

and a lot of love. From that, I am compelled to give so much more. 
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Liz Haggerty 

My name is Liz Haggerty and I am currently in Newcastle-Upon-Tyne,  England volunteering at 

a charity called Kids Kabin. I have been in Newcastle since September and I have to say, it was 

the best decision I have made for myself. At Kids Kabin, I work with children from ages 8 to 13 

who are either arriving from different schools around the area or join us after other school 

sessions. During the different sessions Kid’s Kabin provides, the children have the  opportunity 

to express themselves as we teach them different practical skills, e.g. woodwork, pottery, textiles, 

cooking, bike repairs, glasswork, and drama.  When I am not working with the children, I am 

working on different projects for Kids Kabin or as a volunteer at a different charity called Wor 

Hoose. One of those projects involved making shelves. The picture here is of me with one of the 

shelves I built with a little help from my boss Will. Building this shelf taught me that I can do 

things I did not think I was capable of doing and showed me different skills I did not know I had. 

Just like building these different shelves, this experience thus far, has taught me more than I 

could ask for. 

Also, working at the YMCA has prepared me to work with children and to react to different 

situations involving children. When I arrived to England, I was not prepared for letting go of my 

control. When I say this, I do not mean letting the children take control over me. I am talking 

about when the children want to create a wooden box or cook a stir-fry. I have learned to just 

supervise instead of taking control of what the children want to create. From the start, my boss 

Will stated “If you do more than 50% of a child’s work, then it is not their work. It is yours.” I 

found this to be 100% accurate. Letting go of control has not been the easiest thing for me to do. 

When I do let go of control, I notice a difference with the children during the session. I let them 

take the reins and create what they want with supervision. This has taught me that children can 

do more than we think they can, but the only way we can see that is if the children try to create 

what they want with the supervision. For example we have let them go into the ocean with all 

their clothes on, cut plywood with a saw, or even cook a recipe they think they remembered a 

year ago. By letting the children explore what is around them, the children learn from their 

accomplishments and their failures while getting to know the tools they might be using and how 

to use the tools properly. Volunteering has been a blessing for me and I am proud to say Kids 

Kabin has opened my eyes to what children are really capable of which is just about anything 

adults can do, but with some guidance. 

Before this experience abroad I did not know where my path was going, but I knew I wanted to 

follow what God had planned for me, which I believed was to help others. Over my time here, I 

have realized that God has been able to work through me to help others learn the practical skills I 

have been taught. By teaching me, I know he will want me to use these skills in the future. 

Realizing that God wanted me to use my time by serving others, in return, I feel like I was 

rewarded a million times over again. I am able to travel, meet so many different people. I am 

thankful for this journey that God has put me on and especially for the people that He put in my 

life. I look forward to what is to come! 
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Rebecca Ickes, Kids Kabin. Walker, Newcastle, England (October 2009).  

Rebecca is from a small farm town in Illinois and graduated in May, 2009 from DePaul 

University.  Her studio art major and interest in kids naturally led her to a year of service at Kids 

Kabin, a project started by the Assumption Sisters some years ago. 

Black and White 

While walking around an art show in downtown Gateshead (the town across the Tyne River from 

Newcastle), I found myself staring at one particular painting longer than others.  The scene was 

that of a city neighborhood, painted entirely in black and white with children playing various 

games in the street.  What drew me in was that the children were painted in bright primary 

colors, completely transforming the dreary cityscape that took up most of the canvas.  Later, as I 

reflected on my time here, while looking out over Newcastle from the top floor of a flourmill 

turned art museum, I realized what had caused me to stare at that painting for so long.  

Walker, the neighborhood of Newcastle my roommate, a volunteer from the Philippines, and I 

live and work in is not much to speak of.  We live on, what I would consider, the main street 

going through the neighborhood.  Aside from residences there are a couple of small clothing 

shops, a convenience store similar to what would be found at a gas station in the U.S., a handful 

of take-out (or takeaway as the British say) food shops, a place to gamble and the Catholic 

church across the street from our flat.  Closing at 9:30pm, the convenience store is the last place 

open.  As I sat in the art museum, I reflected on how quickly I had biked to another area of the 

city to spend my Saturday.  This brought on a sense of guilt, but also a sense of understanding for 

the often-pessimistic sentiments of the native Geordies (a name given to people born in 

Newcastle).  That painting had drawn me in because Walker and all it has to offer its residents is 

a black and white cityscape. 

But let us not forget those small but vibrant children skipping (as the British say, rather than 

jumping) rope and playing games in the streets of the grey city!  I quickly forget the desolation 

of Walker inside the walls of Kids Kabin.  There, I have the beautiful and inspiring opportunity 

to encourage the children of Walker to use their imaginations and run away with their creative 

minds.  It is a place focused on positive reinforcement, as many of the children degrade their 

wonderful work out of habit from hearing mostly negative comments directed towards them.  

Through pottery, woodwork, glasswork, cookery, art, music, dance, sewing and bike repairs they 

are given the responsibility to complete almost any kind of project they can think up.  For a 

Midwestern American girl with a freshly earned Bachelor’s degree in art and a passion of 

working towards social justice, it’s an ideal place to be. 
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Abby Samelak, Kids Kabin. Walker, Newcastle, England (September 2010).  

Abby comes from North Carolina and graduated in May 2010 from Appalachian State 

University, where she studied graphic design.  She spent years working at  Y camp near her 

home, and her skills with kids are certainly coming in handy during her AMA year! 

You Are the Potter 

I've officially been living in Newcastle for a little over one week! What a week it's been. The past 

few days have been spent learning more about the other sites where we can volunteer, working 

hard at Kids Kabin, meeting new people, figuring out the complex workings of our kitchen (none 

of us are very skilled in the fine art of cooking), and shopping for food and other essentials. It's 

been incredibly fun but it will be really nice once we settle into a schedule and a routine.  

In addition to Kids Kabin, we will be volunteering a few other places throughout Newcastle. We 

had the chance to visit all of them over the past couple of days. Now that we've seen them all, we 

can decide which places we are most drawn to. The first one we visited was Common Ground, a 

place for those seeking asylum in this country. They provide support in a number of different 

ways. The second place we visited was St. Vincent's. It's a Catholic primary school. We got a 

tour of the school and were introduced to all the kids in each class. The head, Sister Josepha, was 

one ball of energy and enthusiasm! She's obviously very passionate about her school and her 

students. The final place we visited was St. Anthony's. It's the church across the street from our 

flat and they run a day program for the elderly in the community. They also serve those with 

mental and physical disabilities. The people there are so friendly and I've heard that once you get 

to know the people, they tell incredible stories. All three places were amazing so it's going to be 

tricky figuring out which places I can spend time at.  

Kids Kabin will take up most of my time during the week. We'll be there everyday. We just 

finished out our first week there and it's been pretty good. It's definitely a lot to take in. I'm sort 

of taking over the pottery room which is awesome. One of the volunteers, Rebecca, from last 

year did the same thing. A few days ago, I ran my first session by myself. I worked with two kids 

and it was great! I'm currently just trying to organize and clean things up. This week, I also had 

my first taste of a Kids Kabin street session. We have various things hooked to the back of bikes 

and we go out into the nearby neighborhoods and do activities. This time, it was cooking and 

pottery. It was great to interact with the kids and make some pottery outside in the lovely 

Newcastle weather (so glad it wasn't raining!!). So much fun!!  

In addition to the day to day at Kids Kabin, I've been offered the opportunity to run a little 

pottery program with a school group once a week for the next five-ish weeks. The kids in the 

group all have some sort of disability. I think it will be amazing to work with this group and 

introduce them to ceramics. I'm excited to be able to work with the same group, in the same 

medium for an extended period of time. I also get to run some kind of pottery workshop at the 

beginning of October...more details on this once I learn more about it.  
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So needless to say, the world of volunteer life is pretty good. I'm loving it so far! Other than 

work, my flatmates and I are just getting settled into life here. We've slowly begun learning to 

cook and our meals have been pretty good so far! I even succeeded in making yummy banana 

bread a couple nights ago! We've also had our first excersion to the grocery store (scary!) and 

rearranged out kitchen in a order that makes sense to us. In addition, we made a trip to a bunch of 

the charity shops (aka: thrift stores) and other places today to get the final things to make our 

rooms more our own. My little room is so cozy now! Tomorrow we're heading into town to try 

out a different church, tour some historic buildings, and shop around a little more. Ahhh, life is 

good for sure.  

With all the work I've been doing with pottery and with all the incredible things that have been 

happening in life lately, I couldn't help but think of the Bible verse, Isaiah 64:7, "Yet, O Lord, 

you are our father; we are the clay and you the potter: we are all the work of your hands." This 

verse encompasses all that is happening in my life right now, plus I like that this verse talks 

about pottery, which is quickly becoming a big part of my life. If I just offer it all up and let Him 

lead me down His path, all will be well. I've just got to put all my faith in the Lord and be 

confident in Him. Easier said then done sometimes, believe me. 


